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Come Together 
by JStevens 


Summary 


Spring has come, and eighty-some Finnish cleansers have arrived in Sweden to help assist in 

cleansing the railroad line between Mora and Ostersund. Along with them comes one Finnish 
mage, who is determined to carve a place for himself among the godless heathens. No matter 
what it takes. 


[Follow up to Come To Me] 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


It's a fight 

It takes so long 

But I've learned to hold my own 
So I stand 

And I wait in line 


- Wait in Line, James Bay 


1 EMIL 


Emil swore under his breath as he put his head down on the table. The metal was cold and 
soothing against his skin, even if it only took the barest edge off the pulsing pain in his 
temples. “Listen, Astrid, I swear that I’m not blaming you,” he ground out into the radio 
headset, the earpiece of which was digging into one side of his face now, wedged between the 
hard tabletop and his skull. He couldn’t be bothered to lift his head. He was afraid he might 
start banging it repeatedly against the desk if he did. 


“T know this wasn’t your fault. I just need it fixed. I got some of my cleansers to send a dozen 
more tents down from Ostersund, but they don’t have any more to spare. There has to be 
something somewhere between here and Borlange.” 


The strident voice continued in his ear as Emil squeezed his eyes shut. A light touch seemed 
to whisper against the back of his neck, and he paid it no heed. But then the pressure changed 
as the fingers rapped upon the tight muscles leading from the base of his skull down to his 
hunched shoulders. They were too insistent to be his imagination. 


Emil turned to glance behind himself and started so violently that he nearly fell out of his 
seat. The headset he wrenched off and dropped to the tabletop, with a noisy clatter that set off 
a series of shrill questions on the other end of the line. He didn't even get a proper look at the 
sharp face; a blurry impression of ash blond hair and wide gray eyes was all he needed to 
know that here at last was everything he had been missing. Emil was already on his feet, 
grabbing Lalli in an awkward one-armed hug as he muttered, “Oh, thank the gods.” 


For the count of a heartbeat, he could relish the warmth of Lalli's cheek as their skin met, and 
he spoke in a rush. “Translate if you have to, but try to make it sound less terrible than it 
really is.” His voice had been pitched low, only meant to be heard by the ear beside his 
mouth. He wished those didn't have to be the first words he spoke to Lalli after three months 
apart. He wished he could kiss that ear. He inhaled sharply, silky hair brushing against his 
face and his lips just inches from the pulse throbbing at Lalli's neck. But there was no time 
for anything but the brief warning. 


Then Emil was pulling away. Even if he wanted to search Lalli’s face and memorize every 
new line to be found in it, he couldn't now. Clamping down on his disappointment, he pivoted 
to greet the small crowd of Finnish visitors, who clumped only a few steps inside the door to 
the radio room. At the front of the group stood their head cleanser. He clapped Teemu on the 
shoulder, and Emil even managed a real smile for the older cleanser he'd worked alongside 
much of the last year. 


“Teemu, I am glad to to see you." Emil spoke with care, trying to keep his words simple. 
"How was the winter? Did you have an easy journey?” 


With his broken Swedish, the head cleanser from Finland fumbled his way through an answer 
before looking to Lalli to take over. The mage had served as Teemu's frequent interpreter 
during the Swedo-Finnish collaboration the year before, and it looked as though the old roles 
would be easy to fall back into. Before Emil said another word, Teemu started rattling off 
something in incomprehensible Finnish. Lalli spared Emil one sharp glance as he was drawn 
into a back-and-forth with his head cleanser in their native language. With their attention 
drawn away momentarily, Emil waved his hand at the Swedish lieutenant he could see 
hovering outside the open door. 


“Lars! Get in here and help out!” he hissed. 


“But I don’t speak Finnish!” the other man protested as he hurried into the radio room, his 
chocolatey brown eyes unhappy. He was nearly a decade older than Emil, but there was a 
reason he was still a lieutenant after being promoted years before. If there was an easy path 
out of some work, Lars would always be the first to find it, and the thought of volunteering 
for any task—no matter how small—seemed to be as appealing to him as the thought of 
taking on a troll armed with nothing but a butter knife. 


“Like I do?” Emil rolled his eyes as he twisted toward Lalli, putting a hand briefly on the 
mage’s shoulder. He didn't let his fingers move, but he was aware of the slight warmth he 
could feel even through the weave of tunic. Focus, Emil. 


“Lalli can help translate for you. Can you start walking them through where they can settle 
their cleansers for the moment?” The voice on the other end of the radio was still squawking 
through the headset, so Emil picked the hateful thing back up. “Get them comfortable in the 
main hall, and make sure that Tuva is getting lunch ready to go around. If anyone is 
interested in a tour of the area, see to it. I'll be there just as soon as I can.” 


Lifting the headset over his head and settling it around his neck for the moment, Emil finally 
dared to look Lalli in the eyes. The mage was staring narrowly at Emil, and his frown 
deepened when their eyes met. He knew something was going on, and Emil didn't even care 


to try to hide it. He was too busy filing away every impression he could: the golden afternoon 
light in Lalli's gray eyes, the rigid posture that he always maintained when he was feeling on 
edge, the smudge of dust under his left cheekbone. 


The suspicion in Lalli's eyes shifted to something more like bewilderment, even if the 
emotion only showed itself as a small wrinkle between his brows. Emil still saw it. He was 
quite practiced in reading the subtle shades of emotion that slid across the surface of that 
placid face. 


Emil gave a tight smile and muttered, “Ill explain later. Tell Teemu—just tell him that there’s 
been a little mix-up, but that we’re doing everything we can to get it all settled before night 
falls. I'll be there as soon as I possibly can.” 


Then he had to turn away. Holding his free hand out, though his other was wrapped around 
the headset hanging from his neck, Emil shook Teemu’s hand once more as he said slowly 
and carefully, “I have one last thing I must do, Teemu. But Lars will take care of you, then I 
will come join you very shortly.” J hope, Emil thought to himself, though even he doubted 
how true the words were. He’d already spent nearly three hours that morning radioing back 
and forth to various military outposts. 


Lalli summarized the message in quiet Finnish, in case Teemu might have been unclear about 
any part of it. It didn't do anything to relieve the puzzled look on his face or the way his 
bushy eyebrows bunched together over his eyes, but Teemu nodded. “Okay, Emil. Soon, 
yes?” 


"Very soon," Emil repeated, and he watched the visitors being ushered out of the room by a 
reluctant Lars. He hoped his smile didn’t look as forced as it felt. He wanted to reach out and 
catch Lalli, but he didn’t. He saw Lalli's head turning slightly as he walked away, as if he 
considered looking back at Emil—but he thought better of it, apparently, and kept his gaze 
facing forward. Then Emil turned away himself, slumping back down into the chair in front 
of the radio panel. He had to get this mess fixed before the end of the day. 


“Astrid? Are you still here?” Emil asked even as he was still settling the headset back into 
place. The woman on the other end responded with an annoyed grumble. Emil sighed in 
relief and got back to work. 


Dealing with the work disasters of the past few days had kept Emil so occupied that he hadn’t 
been able to think about anything else. But now it was hard to even focus on the voice on the 
other end of the line. Lalli is here. Lalli had been right here in the same room as him, an 
unlooked-for glimpse of hope like a rainbow appearing amid stormclouds—and just as 
impossible to reach out and grasp. Though Emil had known that Lalli would been coming, of 
course. The Finnish contingent's impending arrival was exactly why he'd been stuck 
desperately trying to wheedle equipment out of various bases the past two days. 


Astrid, the latest poor bureacrat he'd gotten stuck on the radio with, was complaining in a 
steady stream about how his project was causing shortages everywhere. Since she didn't want 
to hear any word of protest from him, Emil allowed himself to listen with only half his 
attention and finally unfold the impressions he'd stashed away in such a hurry. Eyes closed to 
the dusty office in the ancient building, he tried to summon back every moment of how Lalli 
had looked and felt in those brief moments he'd had him. 


It had been the first time Emil had gotten to see his lover since January. Nearly three months. 
The wait had been less painful this time than when they’d said good-bye to one another the 
previous fall, at least. It had been some small reassurance to know that, at the end of the wait, 
he would have Lalli back with him for more than half a year. And in the dull winter weeks 
that they'd been separated, they'd exchanged frequent letters back and forth across the Baltic 
sea. But reading the words and imagining Lalli writing them was still nothing compared to 
having Lalli with him in the flesh. 


Even after six years, Lalli remained unlike anyone else Emil had ever met. He might be 
biased, but when Lalli was missing from Emil’s life, 1t was like—well, it was just like Lalli 
had once described to him, even if Emil hadn't realized what it meant at the time. Like a light 
had gone out. Like everything was dimmer. Certainly everything seemed a bit less magical. 
Emil had kept plodding through each day for the past three months, but the most joy he’d 
found was in a new letter from Lalli arriving in the mail or spotting something to buy in a 
shop that he thought Lalli would like. (These trinkets and treats he’d taken to stocking up in 
his apartment, ready for Lalli's next visit. And sometimes he had opened the drawer in his 
bedroom where Lalli had left some of his clothes and let his fingers brush across the woven 
cloth that had once touched the same skin as his hands had.) 


And finally Lalli had been standing in front of him once more. The real Lalli, warm flesh and 
steely eyes. His hair had been shorter than the last time Emil had seen him in January. Still 
long enough to tie back, but just barely and already with pieces coming loose to fall around 
his face. His pale eyes, wide and tilted up in the corners, had missed nothing—they never did. 
They had looked straight through Emil with a sharp message: You had better explain this to 
me later. 


I will, Emil thought back at his lover, somewhere in this same building even if he couldn't see 
him any longer. Gladly. If I don't, I might just lose my mind, and the real work of the project 
hasn t even begun. 


The reason that Emil hadn’t been able to go meet Lalli when the Finnish contingent first 
arrived in Sweden—the reason that it had felt like an unexpected knife in his gut to realize 
that Lalli was already here and Emil couldn’t even take a moment to enjoy that fact—was 
that someone seemed to be actively sabotaging his project. Too many things had gone wrong 
for it to be bad luck or coincidence. 


The most recent and pressing problem had occurred when he had arrived in Orsa to find that 
somehow it had been “overlooked” to supply tents for the Swedish part of the work party. He 
had scrambled that morning to pull some favors, and he'd at least managed to get a few of the 
cleansers who looked up to him in Ostersund to send a dozen surplus tents down on the first 
train of the day. But they hadn’t been able to spare any more than that with the number of 


troops that were already set up at that end of the train line, and he had run into a brick wall of 
opposition here on the Mora side. 


The entire morning had slipped away from him as he radioed different offices, tried different 
numbers, and worked desperately to hunt down the equipment they would need to start the 
project off without any delays—and without embarrassing himself hugely in front of the 
Finnish cleansers who had just traveled a quarter of the way across the Known World to 
assist on this project. Emil hadn’t even realized how much time had gotten away from him 
until Lalli’s unexpected touch had brought him back to himself. 


And now he couldn’t even go with Lalli or indulge in watching him from across the same 
room. But Lalli is here, and he’s worth it, Emil reminded himself, though the fact had never 
been in any doubt in his mind. If it meant having Lalli back with him for another long 
summer and fall, hopefully even for longer, he could put up with this kind of shit every day 
for the next seven months. 


It was nearly noon, according to the watch on his wrist. The train from Ostersund should 
arrive in Mora within the hour. The Finns could be distracted for a short time with lunch. 
Emil took a swig of the cold coffee in front of him, grimacing at the bitter taste of the hours- 
old brew, and took a deep breath to launch another volley out across the radio waves, hoping 
to strike a blow against the unbudging bureaucracy of the Swedish army. 


Chapter End Notes 


SORRY. I just couldn't help myself! But I make no promises on timely updates. Or plot. 
This is not (meant to be) some deep angst-fest like CTM was. It is a simpler romp 
through what might happen one summer, because it's hard for me to let these characters 
go, and this is my stress relief. 


So, the boys have had their crises and come to terms with the biggest of their demons. 
But now that they've decided to live and seize happiness for themselves, they may find 
that sometimes it won't simply be handed to you. And sometimes people purposely try 
to prevent you from taking it. But once you're done taking on your own traumas, it is 
time to take on the rest of the world! 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


No, you don't have to wear your best fake smile 
Don't have to stand there and burn inside 
Oh oh oh if you don't like it 

- Best Fake Smile, James Bay 


2 EMIL 


Emil was still imprisoned in the radio room of the ancient building the Cleansers Corps had 
reclaimed decades ago when he was roused from his stupor by a second unexpected visitor. 
This one didn’t sneak up on him with Lalli’s silent grace, so he wasn’t quite as surprised 
when—after a footstep squeaked on the flooring—he half-turned in his seat to find Tuuri 
Hotakainen leaning in the doorway. 


He offered her a tired wave even as he continued speaking into the line to the third person 
he’d been transferred through to at Mora HQ on this particular call. Tuuri’s eyebrows, which 
had already been edging towards the bangs that swept across her forehead, threatened to 
disappear from view altogether. Pushing away from the doorjamb, she tiptoed across the 
room to ease into the chair beside him, cocking her head to the side to listen in on the 
conversation he was in the middle of. He didn’t bother waving her away. He had every 
intention of venting to Lalli about this personal hell he’d been thrust into at the first possible 
chance he got, and once Lalli knew, Tuuri might as well know, too. Emil was simply saving 
her the step of trying to get the tale out of her reluctant cousin. 


“Like I already said,” Emil ground out, struggling to keep his voice neutral, “I know that the 
papers you got said there were only 90 people. I know that your office supplied enough tents 
for 90 people, and I am very grateful for your assistance with that. Unfortunately, though, the 
fact remains that we have 124 people here in Orsa who are going to be in need of a place to 
sleep each night.” 


Tuuri leaned on the heel of her palm and peered curiously at the papers that Emil was tapping 
in irritation, his pencil swinging up and down as he twiddled it between his fingers. 


“Yes, I do understand that you can’t spare another 20 tents. I’ve been able to secure a dozen 
more from Ostersund, but we’re still shy. If you can spare any at all, I can send someone 


down with a cart to collect them at once.” 


Emil caught the way that Tuuri’s face lit up, and he covered the mouthpiece of the headset 
long enough to whisper, “Not you.” When she pulled a face, he pointed out, “You don’t know 
the way, you’re not immune, and Lalli would kill me.” But he softened the blow with a 
friendly shoulder bump. 


Muttering to herself, Tuuri took the papers he’d been scribbling notes on and began rifling 
through them. She plucked the pencil out of his fingers next, and when Emil was left on hold 
waiting for the latest bureaucrat to ‘ask around’ for him, he switched off the microphone and 
asked, “What are you doing?” 


“Calculating,” she said simply, flipping back and forth between papers. “This is the full list of 
the Finnish members, right?” 


When he nodded, she set the paper aside and rifled through the rest of the pile. “Don’t you 
have a list of the Swedish cleansers?” 


He shook his head. “It’s a long story, but it ends with 'no.' Why? Would having one help?” 


“It might.” Tuuri peered at his rushed notes, and started adding her own. “So, you said there 
are 124 people total, right? You’re quite sure that’s the right total?” When he nodded silently, 
Tuuri asked, “And you have how many tents?” 


“Fifty here, another dozen en route from Ostersund. They should be here in the early 
afternoon, hopefully.” 


“So, 62 total. That’s enough for 124 people.” 


Emil stared at her. “What?” He shook his head, trying to brush away the simple calculation. 
“No, you don't understand. I got 34 more Swedish cleansers added to the project at the last 
minute, but only a dozen extra tents. That’s only enough for 24 of the Swedish cleansers. 
Never mind the lieutenants.” 


Tuuri gave him a look. “Are the lieutenants not included in the 124 total?” 


“Well, no, they are.” Emil shook his head again. “But they normally expect to get a private 
tent to themselves, without having to share. And so does the doctor, and project leaders like 
Teemu and me—though I don’t mind sharing, of course. Plus, we don’t make men and 
women share tents. It’s a long project, and relationships can get strained. We don’t want to 
add on to that. So we need more tents than it might look like at first glance.” 


Her eyes were already back on the papers, but there was a smile on Tuuri’s face. “But of 
course you wouldn’t object to sharing with a certain male member of the project. How 
convenient.” She didn’t see Emil’s flushing, though, because she was busy noting letters 
beside each name on the list of Finnish members. She started drawing little arcing lines 
between pairs. Emil realized quickly enough that she was pairing off female and male 
members, apparently trying to make rough plans for who could share tents. 


With the few moments he might have before someone could come back on the line, Emil 
slipped off the headset and jumped up from his seat. Sticking his head out into the hallway, 
he looked both ways but saw no one. “Anyone around?” he called down the echoing hall that 
had once been part of the Orsa Link offices according to the faded sign that still stood over 
the front door. He kept glancing back in at the headset he’d left on the desk, but luckily, he 
heard footsteps coming down the hall before it could start squawking again. 


It was one of his new cleansers, though he had no idea of the boy’s name. None of the 
cleansers he’d been able to pull were from Ostersund, so they were all strangers to him. But 
after nearly two years as a captain, he was used to giving orders to strangers. 


“T need a list of all the cleansers in your unit: names and genders both. Go to your lieutenant 
and tell them, then find the other lieutenant and pass the message on. And I need them now, 
so quickly please.” 


When Emil ducked back into the room, he yanked the headset back on, leaving one earpiece 
tucked behind his ear so that he could hear Tuuri. Then he looked at her expectantly, because 
he had nothing else to pin his hopes on but her. 


“So, if we assume that everyone can be persuaded to share tents, at least for the time being,” 
she said in an absent manner as her eyes and hand kept moving across the paper. “Then we 
need 43 tents for the Finnish members. If you put together the 83 cleansers, plus Lalli and 
me, we have 13 women and 72 men. That’s 43 tents, but one will have a lone woman in it.” 


Emil studied the scribbles now covering half the page. “You can add in me and the doctor and 
the three cooks, for the Swedish side. The other four are all women.” 


Tuuri jotted down the numbers, then tapped the pencil against her chin. “So that brings us up 

to 46 tents. Two more for the three female cooks and the one female doctor, if they’Il agree to 
share, and one more for you. But now we have two tents that only have one person in them— 
one spare man and one spare woman.” 


Before she could go on, there was a crackle of static and the radio line picked up again. Emil 
flicked up the switch that would transmit his voice. “Yes? This is Captain Vasterstr6m. Were 
you able to find anything?” 


The tone of voice could have told Tuuri all she needed to know, but the disgruntled woman 
on the other end was also speaking so loudly that every word came pouring out of the 
headphone perfectly clear. Tuuri busied herself with more figures. 


When Emil ended the radio call, he pulled the headphones off and threw them across the 
table. Then he picked them back up and inspected them for damage, muttering, “I probably 
shouldn’t have done that. This equipment is expensive.” 


A soft hand landed atop his, and Emil looked up at Tuuri. “How does it look?” he asked her. 


She slid the paper in front of him. “If your numbers are right, and there are 34 more cleansers 
on the Swedish side, then we need either 16 or 17 more tents. If you have an odd number of 
men and women, then we can pair them up with the two singles we were left with from the 


first group. That would mean we need exactly 62 tents, and we’re fine as long as everyone 
will share. But if there are an even number of women and men, then we’re still left with two 
singles and a need for 63 tents total.” 


Emil stared for several long moments, then commanded Tuuri to walk him through the whole 
thing step-by-step once more, because his tired brain refused to make sense of it. When she 
had, Emil let his heavy head fall into his hands. “So you mean...we might actually be okay? I 
wasted most of my day getting verbally abused by half of the Swedish army for no reason? I 
missed out on getting to meet you guys at the ferry, and getting to spend the last five hours 
with Lalli, for nothing?” 


The small dusty room was silent for a moment as Tuuri seemed to search for as gentle a way 
as possible to agree. “Well, depending on the Swedish numbers, we may still need more tents 
tonight. And eventually you'll want to get extras anyway, to pacify the people who were 
expecting to get private tents and in case any equipment gets damaged. So it wasn’t all a 
waste. At least you’ve crossed off a lot of places to call when that time comes.” 


Emil burst into tired laughter, his head hanging low, and Tuuri asked, “Didn’t you even look 
at the numbers yourself?” 


“Tuuri, I’m running on nothing but coffee and fumes right now,” he admitted. “The past three 
days have been one disaster after another, and I never thought past the fact that we had 34 
more people added to our flank at the last second and so we must need at least 17 more tents 
than what we were allocated. And more like 20, to keep the lieutenants happy.” 


“Do you think they’Il accept sharing?” she asked as a young Swedish cleanser slipped into 
the room. It wasn’t the same one that Emil had caught before, but this one was holding two 
slips of paper. Emil could have kissed him—but there was a different man somewhere in this 
same miserable outpost whom he would much rather be kissing. 


“Are those the lists?” Emil asked as he got to his feet and hurried over. The younger man 
nodded and held them out as his wide eyes moved between Emil and Tuuri. Ah. So, he was 
one of those types. The starry-eyed young ones who had read about the expedition to the 
Silent World and been so thrilled by the romance of adventure that they’d signed right up for 
the army. Emil tried not to sigh as he passed the papers over to Tuuri to check. 


“Captain, can I just say that I’m really so glad that our squad got called up to help you with 
this project? I can’t believe how lucky we were. We’ll definitely make it to Sveg first.” 


The kid was beaming at him with burning enthusiasm, and he looked maybe 19. If Emil was 
feeling generous. He wasn't particularly. 


“You're fresh out of training?” Emil asked him, though he already knew the answer. The new 
cleanser was smart enough to look sheepish when he nodded. “Well, it should be a good 
experience for you. Try to learn something from the Finnish cleansers.” 


Tuuri shot him a grin, though the young cleanser blinked, apparently surprised by the advice. 
Emil had a hard time trying to smile back. He was painfully reminded of himself before the 
expedition—thinking that no other nation in the Known World could have anything to teach 


him. He'd been a conceited tit, and he was lucky it hadn't killed him. He hoped this green kid 
would learn quicker than he had. 


At least he'll have Lalli to look out for him, too. “What’s your name?” Emil asked. Not 
because he wanted to, but because he knew he had to start getting to know the poor fools he'd 
dragged into this mess with him. 


"Elis," the boy said at once. "Elis Anderson." 


"Glad to have you, Elis. It's going to be a very busy year, but we should make it as long as 
everyone gives their all." 


The reassuring smile that he was trying to fake wasn't helped by Tuuri clearing her throat 
behind him and saying, "Um, Emil? Bad news." 


He let his eyes fall shut long enough to wish he were anywhere else in the world, Known or 
Silent. But then he wouldn't be in the same building as Lalli, who was still out there 
somewhere and waiting for him to get away. "The numbers are even?" Emil asked, already 
knowing the answer. 


"They are. So the way I see it, you've got a couple of options." Tuuri held up a hand when he 
turned to look at her, and she ticked off fingers as she spoke. "Option one: stay in here and 
keep trying to call around to other offices to get some more tents. Which may or may not 
result to anything. Option two, if you're determined to set out according to schedule 
tomorrow, is you leave someone behind." 


"Who am I supposed to leave behind?" Emil asked in disbelief. 


"Well, if you don't leave a couple of people behind, then the last odd man and woman need to 
share a tent. And that's option three. And if you wanted to go that route, then the easiest 
solution...would probably be for me and Lalli to stay together." 


Emil didn't take even a second to consider that option. "You're right. I guess I have to leave 
you behind here." 


Tuuri reached across the space between them to slap him on the arm. "That's not what I said. 
Though I'm happy to stay behind a bit and try to make more calls for you." She looked 
around the small room as if there might be someone hiding behind the radio equipment. 
"Don't you have anyone here to handle logistics? We had a crew of nearly a dozen people in 
Eno to take care of the project last year." 


Before Emil could decide how honest he wanted to be when there was an impressionable 
young kid still standing there and hanging on their every word, that selfsame youngster spoke 
up. "Is there some kind of problem with the tents? If people need to sleep together, I’m happy 
to bunk up with anyone. Especially you two. Getting to spend a night with you both would be 
a dream come true, honestly." 


Tuuri made a choked sound that seemed to be a failed attempt to keep from laughing. "Oh. 
Well, that’s very flattering. But you’re a bit young for my tastes. And I don't know that Emil 


is interested in a threesome." 


The cleanser blinked, then seemed to mentally review what he'd said and realize the 
implications for the first time. "Oh! I didn’t mean that I—that you—that we three—! Oh 
god..." 


Tuuri looked away to smirk at Emil, and this Elis wouldn't have noticed anyway because he 
had his eyes screwed shut in embarrassment. His face was burning hot enough to cleanse the 
next hundred meters of forest simply by looking at it. But Emil had no patience left to even 
try to help the stranger out of the hole he'd dug for himself. He'd spent half the day in this 
tiny room, hadn't had a thing to eat or drink but one stale cup of coffee, and somewhere in 
this building, the man he had missed like sunlight in winter was within his reach for the first 
time in months. 


"That's it!" Emil sprang up from the chair and stretched his arms over his head with a groan. 
"I can't take any more! Let's go meet up with Teemu and everyone. I'll try to get someone else 
to take over for me here, and if we can't figure anything else out—well, at least we have some 
sort of backup plan." He waved a finger at Tuuri. "A temporary backup plan." /'m not letting 
you steal my summer with Lalli, his eyes warned her. Hers twinkled back at him knowingly. 


He used his outstretched hand to ruffle her hair like he would do to his younger cousins. Emil 
loved Tuuri, though in a very different way than he loved her cousin, and he would have been 
glad to have her along on this project in any event. But with the way things were going, he 
could already see that he was going to need her for a lot more than her cheery attitude. When 
Tuuri was determined to do a thing, nothing could stop her. Not even her older brother, who 
was twice her size and by all accounts one of the most powerful mages in Finland. Tuuri 
Hotakainen might be the only person stationed here who he could rely on to keep this project 
from running into the ground—even if someone else clearly wanted it to do so. 


Slinging an arm over her round shoulders, he steered her out of the room. His heart had 
already sped up at the thought that he was going to find Lalli at last. Ignoring it, Emil leaned 
over to tell the woman at his side, "Have I mentioned how glad I am I to see you? I'm very, 
very glad to see you, Tuuri." 


She laughed, and they left the radio room behind them. 


Chapter End Notes 


Are we going to go see Lalli at last? Let's go see Lalli! 


Chapter 3 


I breathe in slow to compose myself 
But the bleeding heart I left on the shelf 
Started speeding round, beating half to death 
‘Cause you're here, and you're all mine 

- Incomplete, James Bay 


3 LALLI 


Lalli noticed as soon as Emil and Tuuri walked into the cavernous room, heading directly 
toward the end where he and Teemu stood. He didn't stop translating the latest question from 
the Swedish lieutenant they had been left with, but his eyes followed Emil's every step 
without wavering. Once the blond's gaze met his, it was like a light had been flicked on 
somewhere behind those blue eyes. Emil's entire face lit up, and it seemed as though the sun 
had just dawned inside the large, gloomy building. Lalli almost snorted. Emil, who had 
wanted to keep their relationship under wraps during this project. 


Emil had been worried that his countrymen—and especially his superiors—would be even 
more inclined to dismiss the need for a mage if they knew about the two of them. He'd 
worried that his fellow cleansers wouldn't believe that he wanted Lalli around for his skills— 
not just for a bit of fun on the side. The Swedes didn't believe in magic anyway, so creating a 
non-existent job for your boyfriend... Well, he seemed to remember the word "nepotism" 
coming up a couple times in Emil's nervous rants. There had been many of them in the last 
days of December. Emil liked to talk about the things that worried him or the way he felt 
about things, and it was a habit that Lalli usually had little patience for in other people. But 
Emil was one of his rare exceptions. Lalli had been listening to his worries since even before 
he could understand the words. Even now that he understood them all, he still let the fretting 
wash over him, gave an occassional nod, and scolded Emil when he was being a complete tit. 


The point was that Emil was kidding himself if he thought no one was going to figure out 
what it meant when he looked Lalli's way with that kind of expression. And yet Lalli couldn't 
summon the scorn that his hopeless fool of Swede probably deserved. Instead he listened 
with his head cocked toward Teemu as the older cleanser gave his own questions about the 
plans for the next day. He repeated the questions in Swedish as Emil approached with a tired 
grin playing around his mouth, as though getting to see Lalli passing along messages was the 
highlight of his day. The easy way that Emil smiled at him and the familiar humor in his sky- 
blue eyes made something deep in Lalli's stomach hunger to grab the other man and drag him 


away into the woods until they were away from all the watching eyes. Somewhere Lalli could 
have Emil all to himself and keep that smile a secret. It belonged to him alone. 


He blinked, long and slow. The momentary removal of Emil from his sight was enough for 
him to reign in that reckless desire. The force of it was surprising. The last time they'd been 
reunited after months apart, he hadn't felt so desperate. But then he'd also had Emil all to 
himself in Ostersund. And he'd been half-sick with fear that he would arrive unexpectedly in 
Sweden to find that Emil had fallen to pieces. Or that things had changed between them. But 
after nearly a year, he could finally believe that Emil might really want this to last as much as 
he did, for as long as he did. And the intense look in Emil's eye gave him no reason to doubt 
that the Swede was just as interested as he was in getting away from all these eyes. 


And still we are standing in front of a crowd of a hundred people who aren't supposed to 
know any of that. Lalli's mood soured at the reminder, the din around them seeming louder 
and louder. He didn't mind denying his own wants for the sake of duty, if there were 
something important that needed done. He could ignore the fact that Emil, real and alive and 
warm, was standing within his arm's reach if there was a troll that needed killing or wilds that 
needed scouting. But this. This was just nonsense busywork, translating questions that Teemu 
felt obliged to ask and stupid answers from the idiot lieutenant that no one was really 
interested in hearing from anyway. This wasn't worth suffering for. 


Maybe he could drag Emil away on some pretense and leave Tuuri to it. He lost the thread of 
the conversation for a moment as let himself pursue the idea, wondering what excuse he 
could use. But no. Nearly every eye in the room was trained on Emil. After all, Emil was 
supposed to be in charge here, and he'd been conspicuously missing from the moment the 
Finns had arrived in Sweden and for the entirety of their journey to this terrible outpost on 
the edge of Scandinavia's capital. 


Orsa was the northernmost area cleansed on this end of the Mora-Ostersund line, but it wasn't 
actually a settlement. Most of the buildings had been torn down or blown up, as the Swedes 
tended to do, and high fences had been put up around the former town to keep it safe from 
troll infestation. This large concrete husk of a building was one of the few that had been left 
standing—along with a small house for the guards who were stationed here on weekly shifts. 
From what the lieutenant had already explained, the guards were responsible for making sure 
the gates opened at the scheduled times each day, so that the trains coming to and from Mora 
could pass between the cleansed area surrounding the city and the wilds outside it, and that 
nothing else got in through the open gates but the trains. 


The stretch of train tracks between Orsa and Asarna, the last cleansed area south of 
Ostersund, were hardly a wilderness, though. Not like the disaster-zone that the Dalahasten 
ran through. The Swedes managed to keep at least a half-dozen meters around the tracks 
cleared for most of the run, but they didn't consider it truly a cleansed area until a safe 
perimeter was established and could be maintained and protected with electrified fencing. So 
this year, the Finns and Swedes were due to work together to expand the zones around the 
train line to the acceptable 25-meter minimum expected per side so that electric fencing could 
eventually be installed along the whole line, just as had been done between Mora and 
Bjork6fjarden. 


Luckily Teemu didn't seem to care that Lalli had stopped translating. He'd also noticed Emil's 
approach, and he nudged Lalli with an elbow. "Here he is. Find out what is going on. This 
lieutenant has been useless, but there's clearly some sort of problem. I want to know what it is 
before we get dragged into a mess. Emil will tell it to us straight." 


Lalli hoped he was right. He didn't pass on the message verbatim, but he looked between 
Tuuri and Emil as they stopped in front of his group and asked, "Anything I should explain to 
Teemu?" 


He watched as Tuuri looked up at Emil, probably unsure if she should answer or defer to him. 
It seemed they must have settled things to some extent, if they were both here now, and Lalli 
was glad at least that he'd sent her to go find out what was going on and help. There hadn't 
been much else Lalli could do, despite the alarming greeting Emil had given him. 


It had been a miserable night riding the ferry from Finland, then half a day crossing Sweden 
by train, and when he'd finally come face to face with Emil again, it hadn't gone in any of the 
ways Lalli might have imagined. He'd been ready to fend Emil off, expecting he would be 
terrible as usual at keeping his emotions to himself. He hadn't expected to find Emil slumped 
over a desk and looking defeated. Seeing that misery made Lalli's skin itch with the need to 
do something to alleviate it. It was an instinct that he'd never been able to explain, but before 
Emil had even been his friend—before Emil had been anything but a bewildering foreign 
stranger—the urge had been there: the want to reassure him with a pat on the shoulder when 
he looked lost or smooth down his hair when he looked at his wits' end. When he'd seen the 
tired lines of Emil's shoulders, the hand buried in his short blond hair as he cradled his own 
head, Lalli hadn't even thought before reaching out toward the exposed skin of Emil's neck. 


Lalli knew that he held a part of Emil that no one else could touch, but he couldn't decide if 
that made things better or worse in a moment like this. Even now, standing opposite Emil 
among the crowd, he could practically feel the Swede reaching out to him, just as lost spirits 
sometimes reached out to him, sensing that he could help them find peace. But Emil was in 
charge of the mass of soldiers filling this husk of a building, picking over the remains of their 
lunch and watching with varying degrees of curiosity to see what the captain had come to say. 
Lalli crossed his arms at his waist, gripping his elbows to have something to hold on to. 


"We've had a bit of trouble with supplies," Emil explained, looking from Lalli to Teemu, even 
though he surely knew that Teemu would only understand a part of what he said. "Tents, to be 
specific. Tuuri helped figure things out so that we have enough space for everyone to sleep 
tonight, but I'm afraid everyone is going to need to share. At least temporarily." 


After Lalli passed the message along in Finnish, Teemu scratched at his chin. "So the 
Swedish army failed to provide tents for everyone? This project has been in the planning for 
over a year. How does that happen?" 


When the question reached Emil, he grimaced. "The units are divided into two arms, one 
working their way south from Ostersund and the other moving north from Mora. But the, uh, 
initial split seemed less than ideal. I asked for more troops to join us here in the south, but it 
seems that word of the change did not reach everyone who needed to know." Lalli translated 
the message, growing more and more baffled by what was going on. Teemu also seemed 
unhappy about what he was hearing, but luckily the old man was discreet enough not to ask 


for more details while they were arrayed in front of every last member of the project, all 
hearing the message in both Finnish and Swedish. 


"I see. I'm sure we can talk more about that later. Why don't we focus now on what our work 
plans are for the coming days?" 


As Lalli repeated the message in Swedish, Teemu slapped Emil on the shoulder and led him 
away to find a table where they could sit. Lalli trailed after them, and Tuuri fell in beside 
him. He looked at her for a moment, and she muttered in Finnish, "Don't ask. It's a total mess 
from what I could gather." 


The large room was packed, though most of the cleansers seemed to have finished eating 
already. The contingent of Swedes, who all seemed very young, weren't doing much to hide 
their curiosity. They stared over their cups at the Finnish cleansers and watched Emil 
everywhere he went. Lalli hoped that Emil realized what a captive audience he had, but he 
wouldn't speak up unless it looked like Emil was going to do something foolish. 


As they strode across the room, Emil grabbed one of the young female sergeants and gave her 
some sort of instruction, nodding back in the direction he'd come from. He waved Lalli and 
Tuuri closer. "Tuuri, can you take Tove here and walk her through things? You can make 
sense of my notes. See if we can get any further today, before we call it quits." 


"Of course, Emil," Tuuri said smartly, gesturing for the other girl to follow her and easily 
taking control of the situation despite the fact that she should be a stranger here. "Tove, was 
it? Come with me. I'll explain what we've been up to." 


Lalli's eyes followed them as they disappeared back down the same hall that led to the radio 
room. A warm hand took him by the elbow with intimate familiarity. He felt some tension 
seep out of his shoulders, and he turned to look back at Emil. 


"I hope you don't mind if I steal you to act as our interpreter?" Emil asked quietly, the smile 
in his voice doing even more to make Lalli want to lean into him. A callused thumb stroked 
along the sensitive skin in the crook of his elbow. Damn it, Emil, he thought, not really angry 
at all, you're not helping with any pretense that we're just two soldiers who have worked 
together before. 


"No problem," he agreed with a cool look, freeing his arm from Emil's grip with a slight 
twist. There was a moment in which uncertainty flickered in Emil's eyes, and Lalli had to 
fight the urge to roll his own. "I'm sure Teemu wants to get everything settled," he reminded 
Emil with a hard look, "so that we can call it a day. Then everyone can have a bit of time 
to...unwind." 


Lalli could tell that the Swede had understood him from the way his lips twitched into a small 
smile. They had to get through whatever duties were expected of them both before they 
would ever get any time alone to themselves. 


"I look forward to it then," Emil muttered under his breath as Lalli brushed past him, and that 
quiet voice sent a thrill down Lalli's spine. This day could not end soon enough. 


They settled down at a table, just the three of them. Emil explained in more detail the 
division of the two arms between the north and south, and how they would both be working 
their way toward the former town of Sveg in the middle. It was a lot of ground to cover in a 
season, especially when working over the summer. Regular cleansing operations were limited 
to spring and fall whenever possible, so the beasts were at least marginally less active than in 
the high summer. But huge projects like this were another matter. Sweden had committed 
nearly 200 cleansers to the project, and Finland had sent close to a hundred as well. 


"But we only have two units here from the Swedish Cleansers' Corps. That's just 35 
cleansers, including myself. And both units are fresh from training," Emil admitted, sounding 
reluctant. It wasn't like he would have been able to hide it—half the the young cleansers 
filling the room looked like they probably didn't even need to shave yet. And that wasn't 
because they were the women, either. 


"So the majority of the Swedish forces are not here," Teemu mused, once he heard Lalli's 
translation. Emil looked grim as he studied the head cleanser's face to read his reaction. 


The captain turned and waved at a woman who looked around Tuuri's age or maybe a little 
older. "Mira! Can you grab us the maps?" 


The dark-skinned woman threw a quick salute and hurried off down the hall toward the 
offices. She was back in minutes, with her arms around a stack of thick paper maps. She 
stopped beside Emil and dropped them onto the table. 


"This is Sergeant Bergman," Emil explained, his hands busy sorting through the maps. "She 
works with the first unit. Under Lars. I mean Lieutenant Nyman." Lalli managed not to make 
a face as Emil shared that bit of information. The lieutenant had not impressed them during 
the couple hours that he'd been forced to play their guide as they traveled up from Mora and 
toured Orsa after their arrival, and he had found a way to slither off without anyone noticing 
as soon as Emil had arrived. Even Lalli hadn't noticed exactly when he'd slipped away— 
though he blamed Emil for distracting him. 


"Do you need anything else, captain?" the woman asked. Her smart tone already made her 
seem an improvement over her lieutenant. Lalli filed that information away in case he ever 
needed to talk to anyone among the Swedish group and Emil wasn't available. 


Emil had found the map he wanted and was unfolding it across the table as he said absently, 
"No, that's fine. Thank you, sergeant." 


The map was all that Lalli saw as the woman presumably walked back to the table she'd been 
sitting at before. His eyes were already busy scanning the paper, taking note of the town 
names, roads, and landmarks. Emil had to nudge him to get his attention, and Lalli realized 
that he had missed the conversation continuing on around him. "What?" 


Emil at least tried not to grin. Lalli gave him a little credit for that. But amusement was 
dancing in his eyes. "This is where we are, in Orsa," Emil explained. He pointed at the map, 
but Lalli knew where to look without his help. Even if he hadn't ridden the train to and from 
Ostersund the previous winter, he'd had enough time to decipher the major markers on map in 
front of him. "Sveg is here," Emil went on, and Lalli began repeating the words in Finnish 


even as he looked over the route. "It's about 120 kilometers from here to Sveg, the point 
where we expect to link up with the northern flank. They've only got about 100 kilometers to 
come down, so they'll likely make it there before us." 


There were several tense seconds of silence after Lalli finished translating the words for 

Teemu. He glanced at the old man, who was in effect his commanding officer for the length 
of this project, even if Lalli's position was outside the scope of any normal collaboration of 
this nature. There had never before been a Finnish mage joining a Swedish cleansing effort. 


"So with smaller numbers than the northern flank, and smaller numbers than we had even last 
year, we are expected to cover four times the distance as we did in Eno." 


When Lalli repeated the words in Swedish, he saw Emil wince before nodding. "I know it 
sounds ridiculous, but this year will be different in a number of ways. We will not need to 
dedicate any of our time to building fences, for one. No making sure the timber is neatly 
limbed to be used for construction, no need to dig meters down into the hard soil for post 
holes, which constantly occupied at least a third of our crews last year. We also don't have to 
waste time building walled camps every month or so. We'll set up sensors at several ranges, 
and we have temporary fencing that we put up around our sites. It is tied to the sensors, and if 
one is tripped, a current is run through it from our portable generators." 


Lalli wasn't sure if the words were having much effect on Teemu, who had crossed his arms 
and closed his eyes as he listened. 


"We spent, what?" Emil asked rhetorically, "At least one week out of every month building 
camps last year? Not to mention all the troops constantly occupied by clearing debris and 
building secure wooden fences to keep the corridor safe. Comparing the two as if they were 
the same would be, well, comparing apples and oranges." 


Emil looked at him, his eyebrows quirked in uncertain question. Lalli thought he was trying 
to ask whether Lalli thought he should keep pushing or wait for Teemu to say something. If 
he wanted Lalli's opinion, he should have stopped pushing minutes before. Lalli gave a slight 
shake of his head, and Emil clamped his lips shut. They both looked at Teemu to see what the 
old cleanser had to say. 


"No fences," Teemu mused, his eyes still shut. "Not even around camps. Putting our trust in 
your devices to keep us safe." He shook his head and opened his eyes at last. "I do not much 
like this plan, Emil." 


"It's standard procedure in Sweden," Emil insisted once he heard the translation, sounding 
surprised that this was the point that Teemu was pushing back against. He looked to Lalli for 
support. "We're not choosing to depend on the sensors because we are in a hurry. We would 
have been doing so regardless. We always do on projects like this, where we won't have a 
safe base to retreat back to nightly." 


After Lalli translated the assurance, he added on his own message in Finnish. "We did also 
depend on such sensors during our expedition into the Silent World years ago. They are 
reliable. They kept the crew safe at night, even when I was away scouting. The Swedes have 
no mages, so they are forced to depend on such machines, but they seem to keep them alive. 


Their cleansers have a longer history than our own, and if this method did not work, they 
would have died out long ago." 


Emil was giving him an amused look. Even he could tell that Lalli must have said more than 
what he himself had told Teemu, and Lalli felt the weight of his faith: Emil trusted that 
whatever Lalli might have said, he was helping make things better. J have to do what I can. 
This project can't fail. 


Teemu considered for several minutes. Emil opened his mouth once as though to say more, 
and Lalli stilled him with a brief touch of two fingers on the back of his hand. Emil smiled 
nervously in thanks as Teemu looked out over the crowd of cleansers, mostly his own. "So 
we set out with no walls to protect us, a handful of the greenest recruits that Sweden has to 
offer, nearly 90 of my best cleansers, and a single mage." 


"Don't forget me," Tuuri interrupted, arriving back after apparently wrapping up whatever 
task Emil had sent her on. She shoved her cousin closer to Emil to make a space for herself at 
the table, then settled onto the bench with a little wiggle. 


Teemu gave her a tolerating look for her cheek. "And thus we are supposed to cover 120 
kilometers in less than eight months. Fantastic." 


Chapter 4 


Get out, get out, while you still can 
Don't let the night slip through your hands 
The world is wide from where you stand 
So get out, get out while you still can 

- Get Out While You Can, James Bay 


4 LALLI 


The crowd milled about, the Finns still seeming uncertain of what was expected of them in 
this strange country, and the Swedes seeming uncertain simply because they had never been 
in the field before. Emil was standing at the front of the crowd, beside Tuuri and Teemu. His 
two lieutenants were also nearby, though Lalli had not been pleased to find that one of them 
was the same woman Eva that he had clashed with the previous year. 


An hour or so after lunch, a cart full of tents had arrived, and everyone had spilled outside to 
collect their gear. Tuuri had naturally taken point, some sort of list grasped in her hands as 
she stood between the taller figures of Emil and Teemu at the far end of the scraggly field. 
Lalli was glad to be left out of it all, and he stayed close to the door they had all walked 
through after lunch, leaning against the old building. He thought about taking off and using 
this short reprieve to check the area they would be working the next day. But so far, the 
temptation to watch Emil even a little longer was winning out over his natural inclination to 
get away from the crowd. Shifting from foot to foot, he stayed and looked on as Emil give a 
little speech and Tuuri translated for the majority of the audience who didn't understand more 
than few words of Swedish. 


It was not a bad speech. There was a bit of that gallows humor that Sigrun had taught Emil, 
as well as that self-deprecating charm that came naturally to him. He put the nervous young 
cleansers at ease and had most of them smiling at times; even a few of the Finns cracked a 
smile or two when Tuuri translated his words with her impish grin. Emil explained that it was 
going to be a hard project, and a long one, but that the Swedish units had a rare opportunity 
to learn not only from more experienced cleansers but to learn unique skills that their 
neighbors had and the Swedish army did not. "You all learned a lot in your last several 
months of training, but now you will get the chance to learn things that you never would 
normally get exposed to, no matter how long you might train in Sweden alone." 


With that bit of bolstering flattery in place, Emil had turned his attention to the Finnish 
cleansers. As Tuuri helped him reach out to them, he talked about how he recognized many 


from the previous year and what a success the project in Eno had been. He expressed his 
wishes that this year's project would be an even greater success and pave the way for even 
more collaborations in the future. His eyes found Lalli across the heads of all those cleansers 
for a moment, and Lalli smirked slightly. No one was looking at him anyway. He might as 
well let Emil enjoy it. 


Given the grin with which Emil set about his next task—the unglamorous work of giving out 
tent assignments and distributing equipment—it seemed Emil had indeed liked it. Lalli held 
the little buzz of pleasure in his chest as he continued to watch the various units shuffle 
about, collecting tents and gathering packs and finding spaces in the brush to either side of 
the train tracks where they could pitch their tents for that night. 


Lalli already knew he would be sharing with Tuuri. She had managed to tell him that much 
on their way outside. Likely he should be collecting a tent himself, getting it set up while she 
was still trapped at the front passing messages back and forth between Finnish and Swedish 
speakers. But he still didn't move from his spot to do so. He was in no hurry to embrace the 
fact that he would be sharing a tent with Tuuri instead of Emil. He might as well spend the 
entire night out in the woods if that were to be the case. 


Frowning, Lalli caught the errant wish and crushed it. 
No. You might not ‘as well.' 


The idea of exploring the new landscape for hours of solitude sounded as welcome as a cool 
breeze on a stifling summer day. But it would be stupid, staying up the entire night just to 
explore, when he would be expected to work all the next day as well. He couldn't afford to be 
stupid. 


Lalli had one real job on this project, and it was to show precisely what a mage had to offer. 
His abilities as a scout were secondary. He should save his energy for the day, when he would 
be constantly on alert for dangerous presences. He would not let a single cleanser fall this 
summer. None of them should ever get more than a scratch. He had to make sure of that, if he 
wanted to convince that woman major of Emil's that she should pull whatever strings she 
could to make sure that he would be a permanent part of Emil's projects. 


Which was why he would not stay out all night in the woods. It was why he would obediently 
take the tent with Tuuri and get a full night's rest before the real work began tomorrow. But 
that didn't mean that he couldn't use what was left of the day—and so when smells of food 
started wafting out of the building and people began to make noise about dinner, he caught 
Emil's eye once more. It was surprisingly easy. Emil seemed to have never lost sight of him, 
his eyes going to Lalli every few minutes, no matter what else he was doing. 


Lalli lifted one hand and gestured with it, moving his finger in a circle and nodding toward 
the gate at the edge of Orsa. The amused look on Emil's face as he nodded made something 
seem to shift in the pit of Lalli's stomach, and he turned away before anyone else might 
notice the silent message passing between them. It still snatched his breath away. Knowing 
that Emil understood—aunderstood his need to get away and simply not be among so many 
people—and more than that, he accepted it. It was more than Lalli had thought possible for 
years. 


And as he moved to slip inside the building once again, he saw the warmth on Emi1's face 
shift back to a tired, polite smile as someone else came to talk to him. That warm look had 
only existed for Lalli to see. It was his. Because Emil was his, and Lalli was special to him. 


The cooks were easy to sneak up on, busy as they were with their dinner preparations. When 
one of them turned to find Lalli hovering in the doorway only a few steps away, she nearly 
dropped a huge bowl of peeled potatoes. 


"Tuva!" the woman shrieked, grabbing at the bowl that was inches from slipping through her 
fingers. Lalli darted forward, sliding a hand beneath to bow! to keep it from falling. He 
helped raise it back up, cocking an eyebrow at the woman, questioning if she had it securely 
or not. 


She got her burden back under control and set it on the table with hands that shook slightly. 
Those she hid in a towel, rubbing them dry in the rough folds. "Lord, but that nearly stopped 
my heart of fright! It's one of the Finns, Tuva. What are we to do with him?" 


Another woman came stomping over. She was shorter than the one Lalli had first surprised 
but older and undeniably in charge. She peered up at him with black-blue eyes, and he felt as 
though he was being examined by a crow or some other messenger from the world of the 
dead. A third woman watched all of this happening with a stony expression, looking 
unimpressed as she continued to stir whatever was in the bowl in her arm. 


"Feed him, I hope," Lalli said, speaking up in a blunt tone. The little one's face slackened, the 
wrinkles that had been bunched at her eyes and puckering mouth all falling loose for a 
moment in her surprise. 


Then she cackled. "Well, Liv, you heard the boy! Better feed him." She looked Lalli from 
head to toe and shook her head. "Looks like he hasn't been fed proper a day in his life. Skin 
and bones. Is that how they make you all there in Finland?" 


Lalli shook his head. After a moment, he found the words to say, "No. Just me. But I'd be 
happy if you could spare something I can take and go." 


The first one, a head taller and a decade or two younger, put her hand on her hips. One still 
clutched the towel, he noticed. "It seems you can talk properly enough. Why did you go 
sneaking up on me then?" 


She was scowling at him, not as quick to laugh as her elder seemed to be. Lalli blinked, not 
quite sure what to make of this treatment. They don't know you, he reminded himself. "I am a 
scout. I don't know any other way to move." He paused a moment. "Should I try to knock 
into something next time?" 


The old one—Tuva, most likely—cawed with laughter again. Lalli was nonplussed at making 
a stranger laugh so, but perhaps if he kept dealing with them like he might Emil, he could get 
the trio of crones to like him. It would make his life easier if he could grab food without 
having to bother with crowds and lines and the misery of socializing. The cook staff in 
Finland all knew better than to expect much from scouts, and especially night scouts. They 
overlooked him slipping into their kitchens and grabbing enough to keep him going while he 
was on the move. These would be good allies to have, if he could bring himself to be nice. 


"I'm sorry I surprised you," he haltingly apologized. "I want to go out scouting, while 
everyone eats. Before we will set out tomorrow. Do you have anything I could take with me 
on the way?" 


Clucking at him, the head crone turned to her work table and pawed at a covered basket. She 
pulled out a couple of end crusts from the bread he recognized from lunch. They were hard 
and flaked off crumbs when she pushed them into his hands, followed by a small apple that 
gave just a little too much beneath his fingers. It would be mealy, he knew, and the kitchen 
space was filled with the savory scent of the hot food cooking in the large bubbling pots. 


"You sure this'll do you?" The knowing glint in the old woman's eye told Lalli that she saw 
his hunger as keenly as he felt it. He nodded nonetheless. 


Winter will be a time for such things. When Emil and I can spend every evening in that 
apartment again, indulging in luxuries like slow meals and long nights. Now is the time for 
work. 


Slipping his rifle higher on his shoulder, Lalli shoved the last bite of hard bread into his 
mouth as he walked. The sun was getting lower, but twilight was still an hour away at least. 
He turned toward the gate, skirting around the scattered cleansers who were starting to make 
their way toward their dinners. Even if his internal compass hadn't told him which way to go, 
it would have been easy enough to tell. The temporary headquarters were on the very edge of 
the cleansed area, and the fences were visible from the front door. 


Lalli saw the kid when he was maybe 30 meters away. His feet automatically stepped back 
without him thinking; he moved quietly enough out of habit that the boy hadn’t noticed him 
yet. A quick glance from side to side confirmed what he already knew, though. The metal 
chain fences surrounding the cleansed area were tall and quite possible electrified, if he knew 
the Swedes. Even if they weren’t, though, he shouldn’t try to sneak away or hop a fence. 


If Lalli was going to make his way here in Sweden, he couldn’t always avoid notice as his 
instincts demanded. If no one was even aware that he was around and helping, that Swedish 
major would have no reason to agree to her end of the bargain and help him find a more 
permanent position. He would do his job properly, with all the pride that it deserved. Until the 
ignorant Swedes realized how much they needed him. Emil already did. 


With that thought burning warmly inside him, Lalli strode toward the gate. The kid—who 
was probably 17 or 18, but who looked terribly young to Lalli with just the handful of years 
separating them—finally noticed him once Lalli started striding alongside the railroad with 
bold, purposeful motion. 


“Oh god, it’s one of the Finns. What am I going to do?” 


The idiot was stupid enough to mutter out loud in his despair as he looked past Lalli, as if 
hoping that help would be arriving right behind the Finnish interloper who was apparently his 
worst nightmare. 


“T hope you’re going to open the gate,” Lalli replied as he drew closer, answering the 
question that had never been directed at him anyway. He angled his head back to look up at 
the lanky lug. “I’d like to head out and check the area before we get started tomorrow.” 


The horror on the boy’s face was almost comical. If Emil had been by his side, Lalli might 
have been amused by it. But Emil was not at his side, and so he was feeling much less 
generous with the universe. Now he was just annoyed. “Y-you speak Swedish?” the young 
cleanser stuttered in a tiny voice that was distinctly at odds with his large body. 


“No, clearly not." Lalli sighed. "Will you let me pass?” 


Lalli watched with merciless gray eyes as the boy twisted his hands around the barrel of his 
rifle, looking back once into the small guardhouse behind him and then again to the building 
that Lalli had come from. “I’m not really supposed to open the gate. Only the train guards do, 
and only when a train is due. And besides, it’s dangerous to go out there alone—and it’s 
getting dark, too—and...uh...hrm...” 


That faltering voice grew smaller and smaller as Lalli’s eyes narrowed. When he spoke, 
Lalli’s voice was flat but not precisely unkind. He was making an effort, and he hoped that 
someone—if not Emil's major, than at least one of his own gods—noticed and appreciated 
that fact. “I am a night scout. It is not dangerous for me. And Emil knows where I am going.” 


“Emil?” the boy repeated stupidly. 
“Emil Vasterstrom. Your captain?” 
Lalli was beginning to form a clearer idea why Emil looked so ready to tear his hair out. 


“O-oh! Captain Vasterstrém! Yes, of course! I know...who you mean...” The brief flash of 
spirit withered and died beneath the hazy periwinkle sky. 


“Then will you let me pass?” 
“J...” The boy looked torn between misery and terror. 


Lalli sighed again, then promised, “I will come back within an hour.” He didn’t particularly 
want to limit himself, but he didn’t want to have to go to Emil or be stuck in this place any 
longer either. He had spent the entire night in a giant steel ship, then half the morning on steel 


trains, and the rest of the day in a giant concrete building. Lalli wanted out. And the need to 
make the right impression was straining even his merciless self-control. 


He took a quiet breath, stood up straighter, and explained with deadly calm, “My name is 
Lalli Hotakainen. You will learn my name and my face. And sometimes I will go out to scout 
beyond the borders of our camps. We will be working together for the next eight months, so 
get used to it." 


The boy still seemed to be hoping for some brilliant inspiration to strike and tell him how to 
deal with an unexpected Finnish scout who had no intention of being ordered about. Since 
none seemed forthcoming, Lalli walked past him up to the gate, lifted the bar that held it shut, 
and swung it open. "I'd suggest you lock the gate after me," he said in parting. And then he 
was gone at last into the trees. 


Chapter 5 


Chapter Notes 
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So I press my lips down into your neck 
And I stay there and I reconnect 
Bravery I've been trying to be perfect 
It can wait for a while 

- Incomplete, James Bay 


5 EMIL 


When Emil finally got away, he headed straight for the gate north of the ancient factory. 
Twilight was near at hand, and Emil had no doubt that his night scout was out there 
somewhere in the gloom, reveling in the solitude he would find among the shadowy trees. He 
was also just as sure that Lalli would forgive him for imposing upon that solitude. 


He didn't even have to knock on the door of the guardhouse. As soon as he was in sight of it, 
the lad on duty came hurrying out. It was one of his new cleansers, he realized. Emil could 
assume easily enough what had happened: the regular guards, soldiers from the Home Guard 
who were rotated through this outpost for the thrilling duty of opening and closing the gate 
for trains to pass through, had probably taken advantage of having so much fresh meat about 
and foisted the guardhouse onto one of them for an evening off. 


The young recruits probably didn't know if they could or should refuse, and it wasn't like 
Emil had been around to notice. He'd been busy putting out fires left and right since he'd 
arrived in Orsa. Thank god that Tuuri was here now, and it looked like she could take over a 
lot of the organizational tasks, since Emil would be needed in the field starting the next day. 
He had no idea how he might have handled this project if she and Lalli hadn't come. 


Though on the other hand, perhaps things wouldn't be half as bad now if they hadn't. Or at 
least if Lalli hadn't. 


No one had been kicking up a fuss about having a joint project with the Finns before January, 
especially not when it meant finally having a secured line between Mora and Ostersund. It 
was only after Emil had pushed for having a Finnish mage come along for the first time ever 
that he had apparently spit in someone's eye. 


Three weeks after celebrating Lalli's 25th birthday together in Mora, and two weeks after 
saying good-bye to a stony-faced Lalli at the ferry terminal (he had, as usual, refused to show 
any hint of vulnerability in front of an audience), Emil had walked into the office one 
Monday to find a baffling set of papers on his desk. They were supply orders for the work to 
begin from Ostersund from late March, but the numbers didn't make any sense. Already with 
a sick feeling in his stomach, he had gotten busy finding out who had taken down the orders, 
which had come via a radio call from the main headquarters in Vansbro, in the south end of 
Mora. 


The lieutenant who had taken the message had insisted that there was no mistake and that 
she'd written everything down just as it had been reported to her. And thus Emil's search for 
answers had begun. The next day, he had called down to Vansbro himself. Though he'd been 
passed around to several people, he'd eventually gotten an explanation for why the numbers 
were so off—even if he didn't get any answer as to who he could blame for it. 


Somehow the plan had been changed from dividing the Finnish and Swedish forces evenly 
among the north and south to work their ways toward Sveg from both ends. All of sudden, 
they were to have the entirety of the Swedish force move their way south from Ostersund, 
while the Finns would be expected to work their way up north from Mora on their own. The 
longer distance. With no support whatsoever. 


Emil had hardly been able to keep from chewing the head off of the likely innocent man 
who'd had the bad luck to pass along this message. How could the Swedish officials seriously 
plan to abandon the Finnish contingent without any local support at all? Were they just 
planning to leave a map and a note in Mora, and hope that everything went fine until they 
met up in Sveg? Never mind the fact that they would have farther to go with far smaller 
numbers than the Swedish group departing from Ostersund. 


It seemed like an impossibly rude slap in the face after their two countries had worked 
together quite successfully the year before. Emil's vague dreams of ongoing collaborations 
between Finland and Sweden had suddenly seemed about as likely as any Swedes being sent 
to Iceland for a cleansing project. He'd felt numb with shock by the time he hung up the radio 
receiver. How could he tell Lalli? The thought had haunted him and kept him from sleeping 
that night, as he'd tossed and turned in the bed he'd gotten to share with his mage for little 
more than a brief week. 


The next morning he'd arrived at his office with reforged determination and marched straight 
to his major's office to see if she knew anything more than he did. Of course she had kept him 
waiting over an hour for attempting to barge in on her morning without an appointment, but 
in the end she'd had her right-hand man, Nils, let him through. And as she icily explained to 
him exactly the sort of comments she'd been dealing with from the south, Emil had at last 
begun to realize how many high-ranking toes he had trod on without any idea that he was 
doing so. 


So in the end, who cared if the Home Guard took advantage of his lowly recruits for a few 
nights when Emil had already somehow managed to piss off the general major who oversaw 
all cleansing operations based out of Mora—basically a third of the entire Swedish army—if 
not General Berglund herself? At least his kids were getting some experience by having 


guard duty foisted off on them. It would probably do them more good than harm to actually 
do something with their time. 


“Captain Vasterstro6m!” 


The boy saluted with a nervous fumble, during which he dropped his rifle. He bent to pick it 
up as Emil watched in dismay. The only hope he could cling to was that his young troops' 
lack of experience would make them malleable. Trying to get Swedish cleansers to take 
orders from a Finnish mage in their midst would have always been a challenge, but especially 
so for the grizzled old cleansers who were set in their ways after a decade or two of 
experience. Maybe these young kids could still be convinced to believe in Lalli. 


“One of the Finns, sir, he insisted on going out—he said he was a scout and that you had 
given him permission—but he promised he would come back within the hour, and you were 
busy dealing with the rest of the Finns, so I—I—” 


Emil winced at the onslaught of panicked excuses. Raising one hand, he cut the boy off. 
“That's enough. You’re not in trouble.” When the cleanser’s mouth dropped open, Emil 
hurried on before he might find enough air to start talking again. “He was correct. Of course 
Lalli has my permission to go scouting freely. You did nothing wrong.” 


The new boy heaved a comically loud sigh, then looked up at Emil shamefaced. “I’m sorry, 
sir. Er, captain. Captain Vasterstro6m, sir.” He cracked an unsure smile. “It’s a relief to hear 
you say that. I didn’t know what I could do to stop him.” 


The thought of Lalli staring down this green kid brought the first real smile to Emil’s lips. 
The younger man was half a head taller than Lalli and probably half again as heavy as him, 
but Emil was sure he hadn't stood a chance in the face of Lalli's merciless glare. “Probably 
nothing. He has more experience than your entire unit put together.” Emil glanced at the 
watch on his left wrist. “When would you say he left?” 


The cleanser tugged a pocket field watch from his trousers and peered at its face in the fading 
light. “Umm, it’s been at least forty or fifty minutes, I’d say. I’m sure he’ll be back soon. He 
said he would.” Doubt crept into the boy's voice as he spoke, though. 


“T’ll just go out and see if I can catch him on his way back then.” Emil looked at his empty 
hands a second. He didn't want to bother going back to the tent where he'd left his own 
belongings. For one thing, he didn't want to waste even another second before going off in 
search of Lalli. For another, he really didn't want to risk running into Lars, who he had gotten 
stuck sharing a tent with for the night. “Do you have a spare rifle I could borrow?” 


A moment of stunned silence met his request. “What?" the kid asked at last. “But, sir—you 
want to go out there? Alone? But...it's getting dark!” 


“Well, I'm not going far and not for long. I’m sure Lalli’s on his way back, as you said.” 
When the young guard still looked horrified, Emil rolled his eyes and lifted his fingers to his 
mouth. Making a ring with them the way that Lalli had taught him the previous summer, he 
whistled twice: once low, and then again higher and longer. Within seconds, an answering 


call drifted back through the evening as a high note followed by a low one. It came from the 
northeast, and it sounded close. 


“You see?” Emil couldn't help grinning, now that he knew that Lalli was practically within 
reach. “We'll be back before you know it. We'll just have a little look around, get the lay of 
the land.” He slapped the boy on the shoulder as he passed. “Don’t worry. After half a year of 
this project, you’ll get used to being out in the field. The real work starts tomorrow!” 


Sure, he could claim that he wanted to check the terrain. That he wanted to see if Lalli had 
learned anything useful for the work that would be beginning the next day. He would come 
up with any excuse he needed as long as he got out of the gate now and got Lalli to himself 
for even a half-hour. Even five minutes. 


The temporary guard reluctantly undid the barricade and let Emil escape. In his haste, Emil 
nearly forgot to turn and take the offered rifle so that he wasn’t completely defenseless in the 
wild. Then he set off toward the north, in the direction he had heard that whistle come from. 


His heart was pounding, and it wasn’t because he was out amid the wild things that lived 
outside civilized areas. The shadowy woods were no haven to him, like he knew they were to 
Lalli, but he was confident enough navigating the Silent World after so many years of 
fieldwork. A beast lumbering through the woods would be met with a hail of bullets. And 
while he wouldn’t like to run into a giant on his own in the gathering dark, Lalli wouldn’t 
have signaled back with those notes if there was any real threat in the area. 


There had been plenty of time for Emil to learn the signals that the Finnish army used when 
he’d been in Finland for the better part of the previous year. Lalli's call had meant "I'm back 
coming toward you" and "No cause for alarm." Emil had learned about two dozen different 
patterns, ranging from calls for help and warning signals to the more mundane calls that 
Finnish hunters used to locate one each other when they were out of one another's sight in the 
woods. It never did do to shoot one of your coworkers because you thought he was an 
approaching beast. 


Emil was just considering trying that soft warble the hunters used when they wanted to check 
if they were near to one another without spooking off anything in the area, but then the need 
was removed by Lalli appearing at his side. As always, Emil hadn't even heard him coming. 
One moment he'd been walking alone beside the train tracks and the next Lalli was pacing 
alongside him, silent as a lynx. Emil's smile nearly split his face when he noticed, and he was 
still grinning as he grabbed Lalli with one hand looped around the back of his head and 
pulled him in for a quick kiss that was probably more teeth than anything. 


"I've been wanting to do that all afternoon," he admitted into the lips still pressed to his, eyes 
still closed and senses flooded with the feeling of Lalli's mouth beneath his and the scent of 
him filling his nose and the warmth of his body nearly brushing up against Emil's own in the 
cold evening. He loved how they were nearly the same height and how he could do this 
without having to bend down or strain his neck. He loved everything about kissing Lalli. 


He began to step back, conscious that they were still standing unprotected in the woods, but 
Lalli reached up and twisted both his hands in Emil's shaggy hair, locking him in place so 
that he could return the favor. His kiss wasn't all teeth; it was a hungry mouth and grasping 


fingers and all demand. He explored Emil as though he had to taste every inch of him to 
know he was real, and when he finally let go, Emil's earlier thrill of excitement had been 
replaced by a pounding, insistent need that was not going to simply go away. 


Emil crushed the thinner man against himself, squeezing him tight in an embrace that was 
meant to keep Lalli from doing anything more to tempt him as much as it was meant to hold 
him close. "You're driving me mad here, you know that, right?" His voice sounded tortured 
even to his own ears. They were finally alone, and he wanted to shove Lalli up against the 
nearest tree and push his quiet scout to the edge of his control—and then right over it. He 
wanted to watch as Lalli went to pieces, seeing that side of him that no one else got to see. 
But he also didn't want to get the both of them killed. He planned to enjoy a very long future 
with Lalli yet, which was why his next question came out like more of a plea as he asked, 
"Where are we going? You better not have started something we can't finish." 


Lalli snorted, a dismissive snort that told Emil Who do you think I am? He shrugged out of 
Emil's clutches, keeping hold of only one hand as he began tugging the Swede away from 
Orsa. "There's an old house up this way." It was all he had to say for himself, and Emil didn't 
need any more explanation than that. 


The house came into sight, a boxy shape between the softer lines of the trees. The door 
opened easily with a push. If there had been any locks on it, Lalli must have taken care of 
them when he had first scouted it out. Just as he had managed to make a pile out of some 
ancient linens he must have found somewhere in the crumbling building. Maybe they had 
once been blankets or curtains. They were half disintegrated now, holey and ragged, but 
softer at least than the floor would have been when Lalli shoved Emil down onto his back 
and clambered atop him. 


“Stay away from the walls.” Lalli’s raspy voice was soft but his hands sure as he grabbed the 
zipper of Emil’s light jacket and pulled it down. “The whole place might just come down on 
us.” He shoved the jacket roughly off Emil’s shoulders, trapping his arms at his side so that 
he couldn’t even reach up in turn. 


Emil had to assume that Lalli had checked the place out and decided it was safe enough. Both 
of their rifles had been wedged under the doorknob, forming a cross that would at least slow 
down anyone or anything trying to come through it. The hand that had been holding his and 
tugging him along through the woods was warm, while the other was still chilled from the 
night air. The contrast as they both dove under the cloth of his shirt sent a shudder down to 
the pit of Emil's stomach. 


As Emil still struggled to get his arms free from his jacket, Lalli’s hands went to his belt. The 
metal buckle clattered, the noise louder than the rustling of cloth or their heavy breathing. 
Lalli leaned over and spoke into Emil’s ear. “Now, why don't you tell me what’s wrong.” 


It wasn't even a question. Emil couldn’t help a breathless laugh. “Really? You want me to 
explain now?” He finally managed to get both arms loose and he slid his hands up Lalli’s 
narrow back, his fingers counting up the vertebrae like they were following a map. A treasure 
map perhaps. “You’re going to have to choose between talking and doing this, because I’m 
not capable of doing both when I haven’t seen you since January.” 


Lalli’s hands stilled, and he seemed to consider the question for a moment. Then he was back 
in motion, yanking the belt free from its loops as he spoke in a quiet growl. “Talking we can 
do in front of anyone. Not this.” 


“T knew you were the smart one.” Emil grinned as he pulled Lalli’s face down for a kiss. He 
let his lips wander along the cold skin of those sharp cheekbones, burying his face in the hair 
falling loose from its knotted bit of cord, and the smell of pine trees bombarded him as he 
inhaled. It made something clutch painfully in the vicinity of his heart. Whenever that 
familiar smell surrounded him, Emil felt home in a way that he never did when Lalli was 
gone. 


“Three months,” he muttered as he tugged up the tunic from around Lalli’s waist. “Nearly 
three entire damn months. Let’s never do that again.” 


“Trying not to,” Lalli agreed shortly, his hands deft as they slid along the warm skin of Emil’s 
stomach. 


And they were in a rotting century old house. And the Silent World was all around them, with 
its threats and fears, and their project was already falling apart before it had even begun. 

But Lalli was here with him, sliding down his body now, his warm breath ghosting across the 
patch of bare skin where Emil's shirt had been rucked up. The loose hairs too short to be held 
tight in his ponytail tickled Emil's skin as Lalli laid his head down a moment, his cheek 
resting against Emil's stomach while he whispered something to himself in Finnish. 


Emil couldn't understand the words, but he didn't need to. He understood the tone. It was the 
same hushed, reverent tone with which Emil thought of Lalli and the miracle of what they 
had managed to find together out of the horrors of the past. Emil’s head fell back, and he 
could see through the rotting roof beams to the sky overhead. Familiar constellations glittered 
sharply in the deep black sky, and the world was reduced to the space of the musty room, to 
the cool velvet of Lalli’s skin under his hands, to the warmth of his mouth. Everything else 
fell away to be lost, for a time at least, in the dark spaces between the stars. 


Chapter End Notes 


Finally. 
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Gone is the emptiness 

We just take what's best and we move on 
All the hurt gets left 

I should've guessed 


-Incomplete, James Bay 


6 TUURI 


It was taking Tuuri far longer than she liked to get her tent ready on her own. Lalli had 
slipped away at some point, though she had no idea when. By the time she'd noticed and 
asked Emil, the Swedish captain had simply grinned and told her that Lalli was off scouting. 
She'd huffed in frustration over the fact that he had somehow noticed Lalli leaving while she 
had not. But of course he did have a much more motivated interest in knowing where her 
cousin was than Tuuri herself did. 


Then Emil himself had disappeared while Tuuri was talking to some of the Finnish cleansers. 
She'd realized that when everyone else had finished collecting their tents and staking out lots 
among the scrub, and she had been left standing completely alone in the field watching the 
cleansers file into the building for dinner. 


Tuuri had trudged over to the trampled bit of land where three sad sacks were left of the once 
heaping pile. Since she was the one who had helped come up with the numbers, she had 
known that one must belong to her and Lalli. The other two were likely for the cooks, who 
had still been stuck preparing dinner in the large former factory that served as the 
headquarters here in Orsa. Tuuri had kicked out at one, feeling a bit mean-spirited after being 
abandoned by both Lalli and Emil. But the cooks hadn't done anything against her. Feeling a 
stab of guilt, she had dropped her unmolested tent back to the ground and picked up the one 
with her dusty footprint on it instead. 


The tent in its canvas sack, all knobbly ends and awkward bits, was half as long as she was, 

and she had lugged it north, sure that Lalli would be off that direction anyway. She had half 
been hoping that he would appear back through the gates that she could spy at the end of the 
town, but even though she had moved as sluggishly as she could, he still hadn't returned in 


time to help her. So, as the twilight gloaming turned into the full gloom of night, Tuuri had 
engaged in her private battle against the pile of lightweight material, metal rods, and cord. 


By the third time the thing had collapsed in the middle of her attempts to make it into shelter, 
Tuuri was swearing in a steady streak. She was a qualified engineer, for the sake of all that 
was sacred! She could disassemble a combustion engine and rebuild it in two hours. If there 
had been any instructions along with this pile of useless hardware, she had no doubt she 
would have had it together in minutes and probably found some way to improve upon the 
design as well. But it had not come with with any instructions. Just several tangled lengths of 
cord, a pile of rods, pins, and other hardware, and a billowing mess of cloth. 


She almost didn't hear when the Swedish boy tried to shyly interrupt. The latest curse was 
still tripping off her tongue as she turned, and he repeated his question as though he hadn't 
noticed a thing. "Could I be of any help?" 


Tuuri let herself finish the Finnish curse, which involved several things you should never do 
to a reindeer if you wanted to keep all your fingers, because she recognized the boy. He was 
the same enthusiastic young thing who had interrupted her and Emil in the radio room. What 
had his name been? Elis. That was it. It was close enough to Emil. She ought to be able to 
remember it. 


The idea of getting stuck in an awkward conversation with a starry-eyed admirer was 
exhausting after the long night and day she'd had, but not nearly as much as the thought of 
not having a tent set up. She wanted to crawl right into one and sleep away the next 10 or 12 
hours of her life. So she admitted, "I imagine you probably could." She even summoned a 
watered-down smile for the cleanser. "If they teach you how to set up a tent in that fancy 
training of yours, that is." 


"Oh, they do." Elis crouched down and started pulling out pins from the ground as she 
watched from the side. He kept his eyes on his work as he got busy undoing the mess she had 
made. "So you were able to sort out the situation with the tents in the end?" 


Tuuri squatted beside him, wrapping her arms around her knees and letting her chin rest atop 
them as she watched him work without even offering to help. She figured she had already put 
in her time. "We have enough for tonight, but we'll still need to get more eventually." 


He nodded as he shook out the thicker square of canvas with a sharp snap and laid it out flat 
on the ground, apparently to serve as some sort of floor. He'd sorted the various hardware into 
neat piles faster than she'd even gotten all of the pieces out of the sack they'd come in. Now 
he started fitting various lengths together without a moment of uncertainty, assembling 
together two equal poles in moments. 


"You're actually pretty good at this," Tuuri said, begrudging even when giving out the 
compliment. 


"That fancy training of mine," he reminded her, tossing her own words back at her without 
any apparent malice. Still, Tuuri felt a frizzle of shame and her cheeks suddenly felt warmer 
than they had a moment before in the cold evening air. 


"I'm sorry," she said, her eyes averted to keep from any chance of having to actually look this 
kid in the eye as she apologized to him. "I was frustrated about the tent. But I'm glad you 
came by. Otherwise I might have ended up sleeping under the stars tonight...and any rain or 
snow that might decide to come by." 


She was still looking to the distance, so she only heard the smile in this Elis's voice as he 
replied, "I'm glad if I could save you from such a terrible fate. And I think I'd better 
apologize, too." 


Tuuri turned back in surprise. "For what?" He had managed to prop up the front end of the 
tent with one of the poles he'd assembled, helping it stay upright and the cloth taut using the 
cords running out to the front of the tent and to each side, all pinned firmly into the ground. 
Gathering up the rest of his supplies, he went around to the back to apparently repeat the 
process. 


This time Tuuri watched, since it seemed that the cleanser was intent on keeping his eyes on 
the tent rather than her. "For that mortifying first impression," he said at last as he fit the 
second rod under the cloth and pulled it upright until it finally began to look something like a 
tent. Looping a cord through a metal grommet in the cloth, he moved to secure his next pin in 
the ground. "I'd seen Emil—I mean, Captain Vasterstr6m—around from a distance, but I 
hadn't been expecting to end up face-to-face with him like that. Or you." His eyes darted to 
her just once, then returned to the tent. "I know it's probably something you've heard a 
thousand times, but your expedition into the Silent World really changed my life." 


Tuuri felt her brow twist as she couldn't help a bemused smile, thinking back on everything 
she had watched Emil go through in the last year. Never mind the quieter traumas she and 
Lalli and Onni had all dealt with in their own private ways. "It changed ours as well." 


Elis groaned, planting his face in the cloth of the tent he was putting up. "Of course it did! I'm 
sorry! See, I just keep putting my foot in my mouth." Finally he looked up at her, and she was 
struck for a moment by those earnest dark eyes. He was one of those people who had 
inherited genes from one of the other races that had—as far as anyone knew—disappeared 
along with the rest of the world. They were rarer in Finland, which had never had as many 
immigrants as Sweden, if their history books were to be believed. "I didn't mean to imply that 
our experiences were comparable in any way. I just wanted to be sure that you knew 
that...well, that what you all did had a real lasting impact on many other people as well." 


"Tuuri!" 


She looked up to see Emil hurrying in their direction, looking back over his shoulder once to 
give Lalli an exasperated look. Exasperated but hopelessly fond. The tension around Emil's 
mouth had disappeared, and he smiled easily now, while Lalli was striding through the 
scruffy grass with the look of a cat who had just stolen an entire fish from the dinner spread 
without getting caught. It didn't take an Academic to guess why. 


"Glad you two could finally join me," she grumbled, putting one hand on the pole holding the 
tent up. Though she'd had far less to do with getting it upright than the boy hovering over her 
shoulder now, she still made of point of saying, "I got our tent ready, Lalli." 


Lalli pulled level with Emil at last, obviously feeling no need to hurry for anyone else's sake. 
His eyes slid between Tuuri and Elis. "Did you?" he remarked in a neutral voice that told 
Tuuri he didn't believe that was even remotely true. She thought about spitefully pointing out 
the dusty patches on his and Emil's clothes, as though they'd been rolling around in 
something together, but resisted. She hoped her gods appreciated the effort and would reward 
her someday for it. 


Tuuri glanced behind herself at the young cleanser who had actually done all the work of 
pitching the tent and found him struck silent again, apparently dazzled this time by meeting 
Lalli. Given how quickly he had recognized her, she could only assume that he must have 
poured over the reports of the expedition enough times to recognize them all from the five- 
year-old photos taken before the expedition. Taking pity on him, since he had helped provide 
her with a covered place to sleep that night, she decided introductions were in order. "Lalli, 
this is Elis. He's one of Emil's new cleansers. Elis, this is my cousin Lalli." 


Elis stepped around her and held out a hand to Lalli. "Of course! You're the mage. I'd heard 
you were here this year. I think that's just fantastic. It's really exciting to see Sweden trying 
new things. It's practically unheard of, in fact. This is going to be such an amazing—" 


He broke off when Tuuri stepped on his foot. Lalli had reluctantly let the younger man take 
his hand, but then Tuuri had watched his eyes glaze over while Elis kept on pumping it up 
and down and talking without cease. Knowing her cousin, she could guess that he was 
moments away from snapping, and she was afraid that one of Lalli's waspish tongue lashings 
would break this poor kid's heart. 


She sent a prayer of thanks to the heavens when Emil chose to nudge Lalli with an elbow, 
telling him teasingly, "See? We'll win them over one by one." When the message came from 
Emil, the prickly energy seemed to sap out of Lalli. Grumbling under his breath in Finnish, 
he extracted his hand from Elis's grip and gave him a short nod. 


Tuuri gave Elis a nervous smile. "Well, thank you again for your help with the tent. You 
really saved me." 


The cleanser was quick enough to recognize a dismissal when he was on the receiving end of 
one. He graciously waved away her thanks and excused himself before hurrying away, 
looking back over his shoulder one time with an expression that could only be described as 
awe. Tuuri shook her head, still not sure if his admiration was flattering or just annoying. At 
least he seemed relatively polite for a potential stalker. 


When they were finally left on their own again, the trio looked at one another. Tuuri cocked 
an eyebrow knowingly. "Well. Now that you two got that out of your systems, can we finally 
talk about what the hell is going on?" 


Emil bit his lower lip but it did nothing to disguise his smile. He looked at Lalli, and the 
smile grew even wider. Tuuri watched as her cousin rolled his eyes at the man who she knew 
he'd pined after for years, so she didn't believe for a moment that he was unaffected as he 
acted by that boyish expression of pure happiness. She didn't even like Emil in any remotely 
romantic way, and even she wanted to have that expression leveled at her. He looked at Lalli 
as though he was the most wondrous thing in the world. 


And yet he managed to tear his eyes away from her cousin to ask Tuuri, "Did you get dinner 
yet? It's a pretty long story, so I don't know if we should get into it if you still need to get 
something to eat." 


"I haven't. I thought you hadn't either," she pointed out, since she was quite sure he'd slipped 
away to go running after Lalli while everyone else had headed in for the meal. 


Emil's grin grew even more annoyingly pleased with himself. "Yeah. And I seem to have 
worked up an appetite somehow. I suddenly find myself starving." 


Tuuri scoffed and strode off in the direction of the Orsa Link building. "Let's go then. I'm not 
sure I can take much more of this day on an empty stomach." 


After Tuuri had some food in her belly and they'd found Teemu once to wish him a good 
night and make plans for meeting the next morning, the trio collected their bags from the pile 
in the headquarters and retreated back to the tent that Lalli and Tuuri would be sharing until 
they could get more equipment. Tuuri crawled in first, holding up her crank-powered lantern 
and shoving her duffel bag in ahead of her. Lalli had picked up his rucksack as well from the 
dwindling pile, and he tossed it in after her before crouching down and following her into the 
tent. 


By the time Emil poked his head in, they had shoved their things into the low corners at the 
edge of the tent. Tuuri looked up from shaking out her bedroll and watched in bemusement as 
the Swede threw himself down on the hard ground, rolling onto his back and dropping his 
head in Lalli's lap. She couldn't imagine it was all that comfortable, given that Lalli was 
mostly made up of bones. But even more surprising than Emil choosing the position was the 
fact that Lalli only sighed, lifted the other man's head to move it into a slightly more 
comfortable position, then left his long fingers in Emil's tousled hair instead of moving them 
away. 


"Now," Emil declared, his eyes shut and his face at peace. "Now I know everything will be 
all right." 


"Will it really?" Tuuri asked. "I think it's time you came clean. What on earth is going on 
around here? Projects aren't always run this dismally in Sweden, are they?" 


A sigh slipped out of Emil, but he didn't open his eyes. Tuuri watched as Lalli's fingers 
tightened in those golden locks. She wasn't sure if it was unconscious or if he was trying to 
somehow reassure Emil by reminding him that he was there with that sharp tug. Either way, 
Emil was smiling again as he rubbed the back of his head against Lalli's thigh. Tuuri felt 
oddly guilty that she was the one who would be sharing the tent with Lalli tonight, when it 
seemed obvious that Emil needed Lalli more, but she wasn't sure that she wanted to sleep 
with whatever strange Swede Emil was sharing with that night either. 


Tomorrow. I'll call around tomorrow and get some more tents for them. If anyone can do it, I 
can. 


Feeling resolved, Tuuri reached out one foot and nudged Emil in the side. She reminded him, 
"If you don't tell me, how am I supposed to help?" 


"Are you 'supposed' to?" Emil laughed, and Lalli looked at her, their eyes meeting over the 
Swede's head. She knew her cousin well enough to understand the grim expression on his 
face. He probably didn't know how to help Emil himself, and Lalli would hate that feeling. 


"Sort y, I'm not really tr yin to avoid the to ics Emil muttered. "I just don't even know where 
to start." 


As Lalli's fingers played in Emil's hair, the young captain slowly began to explain just what 
had unfolded over the past couple of months. He told how he had found out about a sudden 
change to the plans, which had resulted in there being no Swedes at all assigned to the 
southern half of the project. He said that he'd confronted his major about it, and she had made 
it clear—in so many words, and in a way that made it unquestionable that she was not 
interested in starting a political war—that the change had been effected by General Major 
Hedlund of Mora. He was ranked higher than her, and Major Karlsson did not plan to argue 
with him for no good reason. Not if she ever hoped to move up and out of the small base 

in Ostersund where she was currently stationed. 


So Emil had pushed as hard as he could, from both the Ostersund side and from calling 
around in Mora. He had succeeded, to some extent, as the next notification he'd received had 
been orders assigning him to the southern flank. But only him. He'd wondered if it wasn't 
meant to be some kind of punishment for all this pushing, but he hadn't uttered a word of 
complaint. At least he had succeeded in getting placed in the same location as Lalli for the 
rest of the year. What did it matter if it was meant to be a bad thing, to be sent to deal with 
the Finns alone? It was a dream come true as far as he was concerned. 


The only issue with going alone was that it would look like an insult to the Finnish members 
—and it would basically be impossible for them to reach all the way to Sveg by the end of 
the season. That was why Emil had next begun clamoring to get whatever units he could 
pulled to the south end. It hadn't gone well. 


The previous year's project in Eno had been populated by volunteers. Normally they could 
get enough cleansers who wanted to take part in such overseas projects by choice, because 
the pay was significantly better than a usual season. But this year's project was taking place 
in Sweden, making it part of the regular course of work—even if there would be some extra 
Finns around. Established units were being given formal assignments, and Emil couldn't just 
ask the cleansers who liked him to volunteer and expect that they would be released from 
their duties. His regular units out of Ostersund had already been assigned to cleansing around 
Lulea under another captain, just as they had been while he'd been away the year before. He'd 
checked with the four other captains in Ostersund, and all of their units were already assigned 
to other projects or the northern flank. 


Emil had tried briefly to inquire about any of the units out of Mora, but General Major 
Hedlund's influence had been undeniable. Emil hadn't been able to get anywhere with any of 


the three bases in the Mora area. So then, after a few more sleepless nights, he had thought up 
a new tactic. He had contacted the recruitment office, which had been courting him for years 
to come work for them. Using whatever charm he could summon, he had managed to use 
their connections with the training camps to get any unassigned recruits from the latest 
graduating class assigned to him for this project. 


And that was how he had ended up with 30 of Sweden's newest cleaners. That was the most 
he could get. Most regular projects didn't start quite this early, but enough were getting under 
way that the rest of the newest class had already been given orders. At least there had been 
little General Major Hedlund could do about it, since the freshmen cleansers weren't directly 
under his jurisdiction unless they were assigned to one of the three Mora-area bases. So 
Emil's ploy had worked out—except, of course, for the supply offices in Mora somehow 
"forgetting" that he would need more tents. At least the food supply they'd received so far had 
accommodated the new cleansers as well as the Finns. He hoped no one would start messing 
with that next. Hungry cleansers would be slow cleansers. 


Lalli pulled on Emil's hair again as his story wrapped up, and there was no doubt that it was 
intentionally rough this time. "You didn't mention any of this in any letters," Lalli pointed out 
with a sour expression. Emil looked up at him and gave a little shrug. 


"I did mention that there had been some complications." 
"I think that was an understatement," Lalli grumbled. 


Tuuri thought this was a bit rich coming from her cousin of all people. But she didn't get the 
chance to say anything before Emil had shot back, "I didn't want to say anything more in 
writing. My mail could be read, and I'm in a tight enough spot already." 


Lalli sighed and looked away unhappily. Emil reached up to tug at a hank of hair that had 
come loose from Lalli's hair-tie, and Lalli looked back down at the man whose head lay 
across his knee, something softening in his face as he did. Tuuri winced. The guilt was killing 
her. "Okay, that's it. Emil, why don't you just stay here tonight?" 


Emil turned his head to the side to look at her in surprise. "What, and leave you to sleep with 
Lars? I'm not that bad of a friend, I hope." 


Tuuri wrinkled her nose at the memory of the slimy lieutenant who had served as their 'guide' 
that afternoon. "I'm not that good of a friend, either. I meant that you could stay here with 
Lalli and I both, if the two of you can manage to keep it clean." 


To her surprise, Lalli snickered, his head ducking down as he tried to hide his amusement 
from her. It wasn't often that she got to see Lalli laugh, and it only made her feel even more 
sure that both of them did better when they were together. But to her surprise, her offer 
instead had Emil rolling upright into a sitting position. He scrubbed tiredly at his face as he 
assured her, "No, no, it's fine. I should be going. We all need sleep tonight. We should just 
call it a night." 


That was what he said, but he still hesitated before moving any farther. He seemed a bit 
unsure how to say good-bye with Tuuri just inches away. She sighed and grabbed her toiletry 


bag, climbing to her knees. 


"Where can I find some clean water to brush my teeth?" she asked, before starting to crawl 
toward the tent's flap. Emil shot her a grateful look and explained that the bathrooms in the 
Orsa Link building had running water. So she crawled out into the dark night and began 
trudging back to the distant building to give them at least a couple minutes of privacy to say 
good night in. 


Chapter End Notes 


Well, a bit later than expected but here--something a little different! Tuuri POV! I did 
say that this was a different sort of story, right? 


Chapter 7 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


I know I'll do it again 

I know we're gonna collide 
I know we'll call it the end 
It's always always a lie 


- Collide, James Bay 


7 EMIL 


Emil was up early the next morning, sitting in the large empty hall in the Orsa Link building 
where they'd been serving meals. He'd woken up before dawn, after a restless night spent 
sharing a tent with Lars Nyman. As soon as Emil had left behind the comfort of Lalli and 
Tuuri's tent and returned to his own, the lieutenant had started whinging about the project and 
the conditions until Emil had finally cut him off and rolled over with a curt reminder that 
"We'll need our energy for tomorrow, Lars. Try to get some rest now." 


Lars had still been asleep when Emil had crept out with his small pack that morning. With 
just one wishful glance across the field to the tent where he knew Lalli must be sleeping, 
Emil had headed to the river behind the Orsa Link. In the weak gray light of the dawn, he'd 
taken the chance to scrub himself and wash his hair one last time before the sweaty work 
would begin. His hands had still been shaking slightly from the cold when he shaved by 
touch alone, not bothering with a hand mirror when the light was so poor anyway. Then he'd 
dressed in his field uniform and shrugged his light jacket back on. He might be abandoning it 
hours into the day, once the work had him dripping with sweat, but it was barely over 
freezing in the morning, and the bit of extra insulation was more than welcome. 


He'd dropped his bag back in the tent and made for the headquarters, where he poured over a 
map of the area and mentally reviewed Lalli's comments from the night before. Even if Emil's 
thoughts tended to run toward things other than work whenever Lalli was around, the two of 
them weren't utterly useless together. Lalli had diligently reported what he'd found out in his 
exploration while they had been walking back to Orsa the previous evening. And the two of 
them had shared their thoughts with Teemu while Tuuri had been off getting food for them 
all. 


Emil penciled down the numbers again. He knew them all by heart, but somehow he couldn't 
help hoping that somehow they would tally up differently each time. As if maybe he'd made 
some mistake every other time he'd previously calculated them. 


They needed to try to cover nearly 20 km each month, if they hoped to get to Sveg on time. 
Aiming for close to a kilometer per day would probably be for the best, because of course 
they would not make that quota each day. So with a hundred cleaners, they might aim for 400 
meters before breaking for lunch each day. Thirty or so groups of three meant each group had 
to clear a 12 meter span. To a distance of 25 meters from the railroad tracks. Even with the 5 
or 6 meters already cleared right alongside the tracks, even knowing that they only had to fell 
the trees and leave them lying wherever they landed, it would be something like 250 square 
meters in four or five hours. It sounded impossible. No, scratch that. It was impossible, 
especially for his green cleansers. 


With the sound of pots clanging from the kitchen area, where the cooks were already working 
on preparing huge tureens of oats for the many cleansers who would soon be showing up 
hungry and eager for breakfast, Lalli was able to sidle right up to Emil without being noticed. 
Emil only caught the motion from the corner of his eye as Lalli took a seat beside him. He 
was already smiling as he turned to the Finn. Anyone else would have slapped him on the 
shoulder or cleared a throat or found some other way of interrupting. Only Lalli would ease 
his way into Emil's surroundings in such an unobtrusive way and wait until Emil was ready to 
notice him. 


"You're up early," Emil said, propping one elbow on the table and leaning upon it so that he 
could angle himself toward the scout. He wouldn't do more than that when anyone might 
walk into the large hall at any time. 


"Tuuri snores," Lalli said shortly, leaning upon the table but going no further to mirror Emi!'s 
pose. A smile flickered across his face, though, as he added, "So do you. But I know how to 
wake you up without getting an ear chewed off." 


Emil leaned a little closer so he could softly say, "Oh, I don't know. I've been known to take a 
nibble from time to time." He got a jab in his ribs for his teasing. Grinning unrepentantly, 
Emil asked, "Do you want to get something to eat? We can probably go bother the cook staff 
by now." 


Lalli shrugged, and so the two of them ended up peeking in on the busy women in the 
kitchen. Tilde spotted them first and elbowed Tuva to get her attention. So far Emil had still 
never heard Tilde say a word; he wasn't sure if the stony-faced woman even did speak. 


Tuva gave one of her throaty chuckles when she saw who was interrupting her work. "Why 
am I not surprised to find that the two of you would be acquainted?" 


Lalli looked at Emil in suspicion. "What did you do?" 


"Me? What about you? I only had to bring her the unfortunate news that she would be 
cooking for 124 people rather than 80 or so. What did you do to earn the wrath of Tuva's 
crew?" 


Lalli shrugged. "Surprised them?" 


Emil laughed as Liv interrupted in a huff. "He snuck up on us, without even saying a word of 
warning. Even though he's quite able to speak Swedish. Nearly made me drop an entire bowl 
of potatoes, too." 


With a good-humored smile, Emil leaned on a clear bit of counter. "So does that make us 
your two least favorite people on this project already?" 


Liv looked pained as she had to admit, "Second least favorite. That woman Eva dared come 
in here after dinner and suggest that there was something wrong with our stew. At least you 
two seem to like the food." 


Lalli snickered into his fist, and Emil was still happily studying the way that the laughter 
transformed Lalli's face when two bowls were placed in front of him with a clatter. Turning 
from Lalli, he caught sight of Tilde's stiff back as she walked away. Emil looked down at the 
two bowls of steaming porridge, then back up to her in surprise. "Thank you, Tilde," he 
called out, though he got no acknowledgement that he had even spoken. 


Stepping up beside him, Lalli picked up one of the two bowls and began to eat. Emil decided 
to follow suite. After a few bites, he spoke aloud the plans he'd been formulating since Lalli 
had appeared at his side. "We should go pick you out a horse after breakfast. We ought to 
have a bit of time before everyone else gets here and finishes eating." 


The last traces of amusement disappeared from Lalli's face and he stilled, only his eyes 
moving as they slid over to meet Emil's in question. "Why should we do that?" 


Emil felt his eyebrows quirking up. He tried not to look too amused, but he must have failed, 
because Lalli bristled with annoyance. "Lalli, that’s how we do things here," he tried to 
explain, holding up a placating hand. "You saw the maps. You know how much ground we 
have to cover, so unless you can be in several places at once..." 


The stubborn line of Lalli’s jaw twitched. This wasn’t the time for teasing. Emil dropped any 
attempt at humor. Approaching Lalli as one professional to another seemed safer than trying 
to placate his prickly boyfriend with charm. He went instead back to the numbers that he had 
been pondering that morning on his own.0 


"We have to cover 120 kilometers to reach Sveg by the end of October. It's going to be April 
in a few days, so that gives us a bit less than seven months. We should aim to cover 20 
kilometers per month, knowing that we're unlikely to make that figure in the first month, with 
new recruits and new processes to work out. We only had to cover 30 kilometers in an entire 
season when we went from Eno to Pamilo." At least the numbers didn’t seem to come as a 
surprise to Lalli, who devoured maps like most people devoured food. Emil pushed on, 
hoping he was getting through to Lalli’s sense of reason. 


"That means we should aim to cover close to a kilometer a day. And we can't work too 
closely together, either. You can't fell a tree when there are twenty other people working 
directly in the path that it'll fall in. If we're working in the Swedish style, we'll put a trio of 
people every ten meters or so. Two to work on felling at a time, the third to keep watch and 


work on clearing the surrounding ground for a bit of rest till they rotate. That will be 
something like 40 units, spread out over 200 meters or more, each slowly working their way 
out 25 meters from the tracks in opposing directions. You can't protect them all on foot." 


Lalli had paled slightly, turning away and leaving his spoon stuck in his bowl of porridge. 
Emil's heart did a funny flip in his chest. "What is it?" 


The mage shook his head but said nothing. Emil put a hand on Lalli's hip, turning the other 
man to face him. No one would be able to see what was happening below the height of the 
counter, even if the cooks hadn't all had their backs turned to them. "Lalli, talk to me." 


The Finnish man was still frowning, his eyes fixed on the counter instead of meeting Emil's 
gaze, but he did pry his lips open enough to mutter, "I didn't know." 


Tuva's crew was still busy working on breakfast for the large group, so Emil risked putting 
his hand on the nape of Lalli's neck for a moment, his fingers rubbing at the base of his skull. 
"Hey. We can still do this. It's going to be okay." 


Lalli shook his head beneath Emil's touch. "I promised your major." 


"What, that you would keep even a single cleanser from getting so much as a paper cut? 
Lalli, it's not your responsibility alone—" 


He was left talking to no one as Lalli shrugged off his hand and stepped away several feet. He 
looked at Emil with steely eyes. "I gave my word." 


And Emil knew that Lalli’s pride left no room for compromise. From one disaster to another. 
He should have made sure that Lalli knew what he was getting himself into. But Lalli always 
seemed ten steps ahead of Emil, especially when it was anything to do with the Silent World. 
He hadn't even thought to question whether the Swedish system of cleansing was something 
that Lalli might need to have explained to him. He certainly hadn't considered that Lalli 
might balk at something like riding a horse to survey the work, the way that captains and 
lieutenants all did in Sweden, but he didn't see how he could do anything but force the point. 


Whether Lalli had known what he was agreeing to when he'd made that promise to Major 
Karlsson or not, they were all now stuck in this mess together. Emil was tasked with getting 
them all to Sveg on time—unless Teemu chose to mutiny, which he probably could do since 
the Finns outnumbered the Swedes nearly four to one. And to get there on time, he had to 
have Lalli be able to watch the entire line so that they could dedicate as much manpower as 
possible to cleansing. They didn't even have any cats, Grade A or otherwise. He'd been told 
there were none of those to spare either, as long as it was him asking. 


If it had been just another project, Emil might seriously consider whether it was worth it. 
Making Lalli miserable didn't seem worth the—what? The slap on the wrist he was likely to 
get it he failed to lead a project to success? The dock in pay? Shitty assignments for a few 
years? He had little idea what the likely repercussions would be, as he'd never yet had a 
project fail since being named captain. He didn't care about anything his commanding 
officers might do to him. But what was truly at stake here was the chance of getting Lalli 
himself to stay with him, as a part of his life all year round. Which meant that they had to 


succeed. No matter what it took. So, as much as he hated the troubled look on Lalli's face, 
Emil could do little but sigh and stab at his bowl of porridge. "Let's finish eating, then I'll 
take you to see the horses." 


"Not that one. Seriously, Lalli. It hates people." 


They were standing in the temporary 'stable,’ which was actually a row of storage units of 
some sort a dozen meters north of the original train station. They had a half dozen horses that 
they'd gotten up from Mora, and once they'd led them off of the transport train, it hadn't 
seemed worth it to find another place to house them. Like everything else they'd managed to 
get up from Mora, the horses hadn't been all that impressive. But Emil had a found decent, 
hard-worked nag for himself when he'd arrived. She wasn't anything exciting, but she was a 
proper workhorse who would trod along tirelessly, and he expected to be on the move often if 
he was going to keep an eye on the progress along the line. 


The biggest point of trouble they'd had was with the black beast that Lalli was now looking 
from head to hoof. That horse was as likely to try to take a bite out of you as it was to bear 
you. The young cleansers who he'd assigned stable duty had taken to tossing hay and oats in 
at it from a distance, from what he'd heard from their lieutenants. No one had any love—or 
extra digits—to spare for the foul-tempered stallion. 


Two of the young cleansers were watching from several meters away now, frozen in their 
morning duties by the sight of someone willingly approaching the bane of their existence. 
Meanwhile there was a glint of evil satisfaction in Lalli’s gray eyes as he said with relish, 
"Good. I wouldn’t want to suffer alone." 


"Lalli, ’m not kidding..." 


Emil’s weak protest was eclipsed by a very real sense of fear when he saw his rail-thin lover 
stalk up to the 500kg monster. At his full height, Lalli was about even with the creature’s 
withers, and it snorted down at the crown of his head like it was considering whether to take 
a bite out of it with its large, flat teeth. 


"Just so we understand one another,” Lalli said, his hand darting up to grab the horse by the 
leather noseband and pull its huge head down to his face, "I like this no more than you. But 
they say I must have a horse, and it doesn’t seem like you’re doing anyone any good here 
anyway. So, we’re both simply going to do what we have to do." 


The horse snorted roughly, blowing some of the loose strands away from Lalli’s face, and 
shook its head free from Lalli’s grasp. But that was all—to the shock of every Swede in the 
stable, who had learned in just the few brief days that they’d been in Orsa to simply steer 
clear of this particular horse. 


Lalli reached out and unlatched the gate, catching the horse’s reins in his other hand with 
only a bit of fumbling. Emil didn't think anyone else would have noticed the sign of 
uncertainty in the mage but him. Backed by an evil-tempered creature ten times his weight, 
Lalli turned on the rest of them with an imperious look and asked, "Now what do I do with 
it?" 


Emil had to bite down on his lip as he struggled to maintain a professional expression. The 
slight roll of Lalli’s eyes reassured Emil that the Finn knew exactly what he was thinking 


anyway. 


"You learn to ride it," Emil suggested. Then he quickly corrected himself, "Him. He's not an 
st." 


"That's what you say," Lalli muttered. He pulled the reins taut, not jerking on them but 
making it clear that motion was expected, then began leading the way away from the 
moldering building. The black horse began slowly walking, but then it threw its large head 
back in a quick move that had Lalli stumbling backward and nearly falling on his ass. He 
turned with a glare that had probably stopped giants in their tracks. 


Stalking back to the creature he had claimed, Lalli grabbed it by the strap that ran under its 
jaw once more. He spoke to it a low, deadly-sounding Finnish, and even though the words 
meant nothing to anyone else present, the tone may have done the trick. Because the next 
time that Lalli pulled the horse forward, it came after him in a slow, steady walk. 


Emil tossed open the door to the small room where he'd left his nag and clucked at her as he 
grabbed up her reins and tossed an extra sheepskin over his shoulder. "Come on, girl. I guess 
we've got a mage to teach how to ride." 


Chapter End Notes 


Sunday updates might become a thing now... 
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You wear your heart on your sleeve 

I wear my blood on my tie 

But it's only love underneath this disguise 
- Collide, James Bay 


8 LALLI 


The cleansers were gathered in front of the gate, staying clear of the railroad tracks. The first 
northbound train of the morning was due within the half-hour, and it never hurt to keep a 
healthy distance from oncoming traffic. Freshly sharpened axes hung from the sweaty palms 
of the new Swedish cleansers, while the Finns carried their gear with casual confidence, 
eager to get down to work. 


Lalli had gotten a half-hour crash course in riding, in which Emil had tried to teach him the 
absolute necessities of staying on a horse. The devil in question was now loosely tied to 
Orsa's gate by its lead, alongside the creature that Emil had easily swung up astride when 
illustrating the basics. Lalli was glad that a lifetime of hauling himself through ruins and up 
trees had at least given him the strength to pull himself up onto the huge creature he'd chosen, 
after Emil had checked its saddle and whatever else all the straps and things were going 
around its girth. It would have been too embarrassing to fail at the very first step. 


Sitting atop the thing had felt unnatural, though. Being high off the ground wasn't frightening 
to Lalli, but being at the mercy of another living creature and having his feet stuck in stirrups 
that he could already tell would get him stuck if he needed to leap off—he didn't like it. As 
Emil had stood beside the horse, adjusting those stirrups so that they were the right length for 
Lalli's feet to sit in them, Lalli had tried to suggest not using them at all. 


Emil had given him a look—which one part of Lalli had enjoyed, since he didn't often get to 
look down at Emil from above—and told him he would be thankful for the stirrups when he 
wanted to give his backside a break after hours in a saddle. He'd also insisted on tossing an 
extra sheepskin over the saddle, with dire warnings of how much damage he'd done to 
himself as a new rider. "Don't push it too hard. Believe me when I say that you will be 
miserable for days or weeks if you do. Try to keep him to a walk, and keep your posture like I 
showed you. And dismount and walk whenever you think you might be getting sore!" The 


rueful grin on his face did dangerous things to Lalli's control when he added, "It's probably 
good you're staying with Tuuri. While I'd be happy to help you treat the, ah, problem areas, 
I'm afraid I'd be more likely to make things worse." 


Now Emil was doling out his warnings to another group of novices, and it was the new 
Swedish cleansers' turn to get one of his lectures. Lalli listened with half an ear as he eyed the 
black behemoth he would be stuck with the rest of the day. The rest of the season, in fact. It 
tossed its head with a snort, as if it could tell what he was thinking about it. Perhaps he 
shouldn't have let his stubborn pride get the better of him, driving him to pick the most 
troublesome creature in the stable. A stupid animal would have probably been easier to 
control. Stupid humans normally were. 


"Since you all are outnumbered by the Finns four-to-one, and I don't think you speak much 
Finnish, there are few things you should remember that you weren't taught in training," Emil 
was explaining. He lifted his hand to his mouth and whistled sharply. Three short high notes. 
Some of the Finns who had been checking out their gear rather than paying attention to the 
Swedish nonsense jerked their heads up in surprise. Emil waved a hand to reassure them that 
it was only a demonstration. "Three high notes means danger. Likely something is coming at 
you. Look up, find it, and either get ready for a fight or run the other way." 


Fitting his fingers between his lips again, he whistled again. Two high, one low, one high. 
"That is a call for backup. If you think you are able to be some help, head in the direction of 
such a whistle. If you think you would only get in the way, stay out of the way so that others 
can get there sooner." Raising his hand one last time, he whistled long and low, then let the 
note climb in pitch at the end. "And that means that the day is done." 


There were some smiles on the young faces in front of them, as the new cleansers probably 
imagined how relieved they would be to hear those notes at the end of the day. They have no 
idea. Wait until they've been swinging an axe for eight hours. 


"As the weeks go on, you'll learn more of these signals. But start by at least memorizing the 
ones that will tell you if you are in danger. Your Finnish counterparts are experienced in the 
field. And they have a mage on their side." He looked back toward Lalli, who was still 
standing off to one side of the crowd and several meters closer to the gate than anyone else. 
"If you haven't yet gotten the chance to meet him, Lalli Hotakainen has joined us from 
Finland to support this project. He is a scout and a mage in the Finnish army. He and I went 
to Denmark together during the Silent World expedition." 


This little tidbit was met with some whispers as the new recruits muttered to one another. 
Either they hadn't before realized who Lalli was or what he did. Emil plowed right over them 
either way. "Maybe you aren't sure what it means to be a mage. I wasn't either the first time I 
met one. The most important thing to understand is that mages can tell when there are trolls 
nearby. If Lalli signals danger, you'd better believe there is a real threat in the area. If he ever 
tells you to run, you run if you value your life. You can consider that a standing order from 
me." 


After that, Emil moved on to explaining the more mundane procedures, briefly reviewing 
how the Swedish trio system worked and how it would be applied to this project. He looked 
to Lalli once more, this time clearly expecting a bit more than just a blank look in response. 


Lalli reluctantly stepped forward to translate the message into Finnish for everyone else. 
Tuuri was already making herself busy singlehandedly taking over the logistics of the project. 
Last he'd seen of her, she had been making sure that all the bags and tents got loaded onto 
one of the horse-driven wagons they would use to keep moving things north along the line. 
So I do what I have to, Lalli thought as he repeated the instructions in Finnish, standing at 
Emil's side. With a quiet sigh, he realized that was going to become a familiar refrain on this 
project. 


The groups had all spread out along the line, carefully keeping clear of the tracks until the 
morning train had gone roaring past. Lalli had clambered up onto his borrowed horse. It 
would have seemed more obvious to lead the thing at a walk when all of the Swedish 
sergeants and above were riding their horses. Even Teemu was riding and looking quite at 
ease. This was his third time in Sweden, after all. 


Luckily the thing had started plodding forward when he kicked his heels into it the way Emil 
had showed him to. Lalli was sitting stiffly in the saddle, as if he could keep all his weight off 
the animal if only he held himself tight enough. Then he remembered that he wasn't supposed 
to let his back stiffen or else, well, something would happen. He'd already forgotten half of 
what Emil had told him. 


He forced himself to slowly exhale, trying to relax. And then Lalli realized that, in his effort 
to remember a dozen different bits of advice just to stay on this stupid creature, he had utterly 
forgotten about his prayers. Would his own senses have alerted him if there was any sign of a 
beast? Anywhere over the dozens of meters that the cleansers were already spread out 
across? Cursing steadily under his breath, Lalli felt his temper growing blacker and 

blacker. There's no way this is going to work. He was thinking about the project primarily— 
but the project not working could mean he and Emil not working. And that was something 
Lalli wasn't prepared to accept. 


Yet it was already obvious that standing in one spot and praying wasn't going to be the 
answer this year. That might be how they did things in Finland, but this wasn't Finland. 
Prayer depended on the gods' power, and it was both harder and less reliable for him to call 
upon them here. Maybe it would have been enough for an area of a hundred meters or so. 
Then he could count on his sharp eyes as a second line of defense. But he could not see the 
entire line here, and he risked being too far away to help even if he did realize there was a 
problem. 


Lalli had a rough idea in mind of what he was going to have to do. He was bracing himself to 
begin, his eyes squeezed momentarily shut, when the sound of another horse cantering up to 
him broke through his focus. Tensing all over, Lalli turned to look over his shoulder. He 
didn't know whether to feel relieved or annoyed when he saw that it was Emil. The Swedish 
captain looked as worried as Lalli felt. Yet Emil's face still bloomed with delight when Lalli's 


eyes met his. And Lalli still loved him in a way that went beyond any reason and, as he'd 
proved before on numerous occasions, beyond even his own self-interests. 


"How is your first morning in the saddle going?" Emil asked, pulling alongside him and 
slowing his horse to a walk. His smile was sheepish, and Lalli was as weak to its pull at 25 as 
he'd been at 19. He sighed and shrugged. 


"Still some things to work out," he said, his voice short. A pained shadow crossed over Emil's 
eyes at the curt words, and Lalli cast about for something else to say. He hadn't meant to 
cause that flicker of unhappiness. Finally he managed, "At least horses don't seem to cause 
motion sickness." 


A surprised smile flashed across Emil's face. "I hope not," Emil agreed. "Though it might be 
different if you ever manage to move at anything other than a sedate walk." 


Lalli said nothing to the jibe. Perching gingerly on top of the creature was enough of a 
challenge for him now, especially when he was trapped between the distraction of the job he 
was supposed to be doing and the presence of Emil riding beside him in the morning sun. 
"Shouldn't you be killing a tree somewhere?" he asked waspishly. 


Emil gave a short laugh. "Yes, I really should be. I just saw you and wanted to see how you 
were doing." He looked out over the groups working on either side of them and frowned at 
whatever he saw. Lalli followed his line of sight but didn't know what was causing the 
expression. "You're doing okay, though?" Emil asked in a distracted voice, his eyes fixed on a 
group of young Swedes to their right. When Lalli murmured an agreement, Emil glanced 
back at him once and offered a brief but genuine smile. "Good. Keep your heels down. I'll 
check in on you later when I can." 


Before Lalli could say a thing, Emil had turned his horse's head and led it the few short 
meters between them and the group that had caught his attention. Adjusting his grip on the 
reins in his hands, Lalli tried to get his own mount to follow in Emil's footsteps. He didn't 
plan to go all the way up to the cleansers, but he was curious what it was that Emil had seen 
that had bothered him. Being so close to the action on such a project was another new 
experience for Lalli. Unlike the horse, this aspect was somewhat more appealing. 


Lalli watched as Emil swung down from his saddle and called out to the group, making sure 
they stopped swinging their axes before he stepped up behind them. Emil lifted a hand in 
friendly greeting, and the kids lowered their axes to the ground with expressions equal parts 
awe and dread. 


"Looks you two are getting a good start already," Emil called out as he stepped up to the 
cleansers and slapped one on the shoulder. Lalli recognized the third gaping fool, standing 
farther off from the two who had been using their axes. It was the one he'd bullied into 
opening the gate the night before. "It's going to be a long day, though, and only the first of 
many, so don't wear yourselves out with all your strongest blows the first morning!" 


Emil was turned the other way, so Lalli could only hear the smile in his voice but he could 
perfectly imagine the expression that he would have plastered on his face to reassure the 
younger cleansers. "Remember what you learned in training," Emil went on, pausing a 


moment to ask one of the young men if he could borrow his axe. "You want to get as much 
wood out as you can in the smallest number of strokes, so that means you want to keep on 
switching angles to get a good undercut. Hitting right rather than hitting hard. You probably 
didn't get much chance to see anyone demonstrate it up close in training, though." 


He hefted the axe and waved the kid a safe distance away. Then he let the axe fly, swinging it 
up to the height of his shoulder and letting it swing into the tree with an overhand blow that 
bit into the trunk at an angle. You could see how it stuck in the wood, the way it had to be 
pulled free from the tree again, but he still somehow made it look easy. After a couple hits, he 
effortlessly switched tactics, and Lalli watched for a second before he realized what was 
different. Now the axe stayed low and level, cutting straight into the wood below the angled 
cuts Emil had made before. He moved back and forth between the two swings, and large 
chips of green wood flew away from the quickly growing notch. 


In less than a minute, it looked as though some beast had come by and taken a huge bite out 
of the tree. Emil stopped for a moment, wiping his brow as he looked around. He pointed 
with the axe as he asked the its original owner, "That's the direction you were thinking to 
drop it in, right?" The trio of young cleansers nodded dumbly, whether it was true or not. 
Lalli was more interested in the way that Emil framed the questions. He didn't accuse the new 
cleansers of failing to learn what they should have in training. He acted as though he was just 
confirming what he was sure they already knew. 


Sigrun did that to him. Assumed he knew how to take on the Silent World, and helped him 
fake it until he really did. It was a gentler teaching method than Lalli was used to, but maybe 
a good one. Lalli certainly hadn't enjoyed any of the lectures and scoldings and silent 
disappointment that had been the bread and butter of his own training. 


Lalli did enjoy the way that Emil's strong arms swung the axe as he began notching out the 
opposite side of the trunk. He'd had those same arms braced to either side of him countless 
times, as he looked up at Emil from some mattress or bedroll. He knew the feel of those 
muscles shifting below his hands. He knew how they trembled at times with the strain as 
Emil tried to keep hold of his control, as precarious as a fraying string, not wanting to move 
too fast or hurt Lalli. And Lalli knew just how to snap that thread by arching up to bite Emil 
where his neck met his shoulder or by letting his hands wander south, fingers clenching into 
Emil's backside as he forced their bodies closer. Then Emil was hopelessly lost. 


Blinking rapidly, Lalli came back from the thoughts that had momentarily taken him 
kilometers away from the forest north of Orsa. He had been in a safe bedroom in an 
apartment far away in Ostersund, but his attention was needed here. Carefully turning the 
horse's head by tugging on the reins in his hands, Lalli kicked in with his heels and tried to 
direct the creature away from Emil and his distracting arms. Now was the time for work, and 
the work alone was going to take everything he had to give. 


By the start of the fourth day, Lalli was getting used to the rhythms of the Swedish camp. 
Every morning, he and Tuuri stowed their blankets and belongings back in their packs. They 
undid the tent poles and cords and fit them back in the tent sack, tossing all of their things in 
the large pile that formed in the center of the settlement each morning. Every day two trios 
were assigned to camp duty, which provided a sort of "day off." Those trios would help the 
cooks with getting food out to everyone and then with cleaning up the dishes afterward. They 
would load all of the belongings onto the horse-drawn wagons that crept up the line after the 
cleansers each day, then collect the sensors from around the camp. 


As Lalli kept an eye on everything else, he would notice the slow progression of the camp 
helpers, the cooks, the doctor, and Tuuri creeping north at some point mid-morning, and he 
would normally follow along near to them until they reached the spot they chose to stop for 
the next camp. Then the trios would set up preliminary sensors and help the cooks put 
together their work space for lunch prep. Lalli normally left once the sensors were up, but 
when he did happen to still be around at the south end of the work site, he noticed how the 
daily helpers would clear the space for the camp and lay out tents and bags for the tired 
cleansers to claim at the end of each day. 


Most of the Finnish cleansers were still a bit uneasy about camping out in the uncleansed 
lands without any walls or physical defenses to protect them, but they were getting more used 
to it and they were all so exhausted at the end of the day that their worries were hardly 
keeping them up at nights. And still. Lalli had seen the markers that they passed along the 
railroad tracks as they crawled north. They had barely just passed the first kilometer marker 
the evening before. Emil's hopes of making a kilometer a day seemed, if anything, even more 
impossible now than they had the first morning. 


It was a shame, because their progress would have been impressive under normal 
circumstances. Especially considering that all the Swedes were as green as the spring growth, 
and the Finns were working in an unfamiliar environment. But that still wouldn't matter if 
they failed. 


Every morning, Lalli began the day with prayers and offerings to his gods, asking for their 
blessing and for the strength to do what he needed to do. Because once the cleansers started 
moving, Lalli called on his luonto, summoning impossibly thin shades of it which he sent 
prowling off in each direction. 


They weren't strong enough to attack anything, should they come across a real threat. Lalli 
couldn't maintain that many projections at once, not for hours at a time. Even what he was 
doing now strained his mental control so much that he usually had little idea where he was on 
the line or what was going on around him. He let the black horse wander wherever it might 
want to as his mind was pulled in eight directions at once, eyes watching the scenes around 
him without really seeing them. 


It wasn’t unusual to send out one's luonto to travel far distances, whether to scout out a 
location or to send a message. It was unusual, though, to maintain multiply projections for the 
course of an entire day, day in and day out. This was only day three, and Lalli felt the strain 
that morning when he sent the lynxes out for their ghostly prowl. He felt hollow in an odd 
way that made his shoulders naturally hunch inward. 


But it worked, and so Lalli would keep doing it. The luonto acted like extensions of himself, 
expanding the range over which he could feel for the presence of beasts or trolls. The voices 
became a bit dimmer than unusual, as he spread himself too thin, but he could hear far 
beyond the limits of his human senses. Standing in the middle of a wide field of dim chatter 
and ringing axes, Lalli could direct his attention to the flares that stood out to him like red 
beacons in a field of hazy mist. 


When one seemed too close to a group of his humans, Lalli would rein in his mental net so 
that he could gather a bit more focus. Enough to tug the horse in the right direction and go 
alert the closest cleansers in either Finnish or Swedish. He would slide down from his black 
monster and stalk on foot into the woods, sometimes backed by a few cleansers, and go take 
care of the threat. Then it would be time to haul himself back up into his saddle to start the 
whole thing again. 


Each encounter took a little more out of him until, by the time evening rolled around, he was 
nearly incapable of speech. When the whole crew came streaming into the nightly camp after 
Emil signaled the end of the day, Lalli would sidle past the crowds getting their food and find 
the tent that Tuuri had already set up for them. When she arrived sometime later, with food 
for his dinner, he would rouse himself long enough to take a few bites, mumble some thanks, 
then fall back into sleep. He wouldn't wake again until the next morning, when it would all 
start again with another round of prayers. There was nothing else but sleep and work, and he 
was too worn to even notice missing Emil. 


By the end of day five, they’d made it past the second kilometer marker north of Orsa. Lalli 
was dozing against a tree, his rifle in the crook of his arm. He had been stumbling back into 
camp to find his tent when he'd passed by Emil going the other way. It had taken him a 
moment to make sense of that fact. "Where are you going?" he'd asked stupidly, trying to 
remember how to speak and not just grunt. 


Emil had seemed surprised. "Just going to work a bit longer. There's still at least an hour or 
two of light left." 


"By yourself?" Lalli had asked, only to get a shrug in response. 


"Just for a bit." Emil had reached out and squeezed his shoulder for a moment. "Get some 
rest. I'm afraid we still need you tomorrow." 


Then Emil had been stepping around him to leave. Lalli's hand had shot out quicker than he'd 
thought he was still able to move in his stupor, but he had caught Emil before he was out of 
reach—which was good because he didn't think he could have jogged even a few feet after 
the Swede in his current state. "You shouldn't be out there alone." 


Emil had stopped, taking hold of both Lalli's forearms and steadying him. Even now, his eyes 
closed and the feel of the rough bark behind his back, Lalli hated to think how bad he must 
look if Emil had thought he needed the help. Emil understood him well enough. He would 
have known he was risking Lalli's angry pride by making it seem like he couldn't be trusted 
to stay on his own two feet. But Emil had done it anyway, and Lalli had been too tired to be 
offended. 


But then Emil had told him that he'd been out alone the night before without any harm 
befalling him, obviously thinking to use it as evidence that he'd be fine on his own. Instead it 
had galvanized Lalli enough to drag his feet in the opposite direction of his tent, leading the 
way back to the edge of the cleared area. Emil had tried to talk him out of coming, but the 
words had fallen on deaf ears. He'd threatened to pick Lalli up and carry him back to the 
camp, and Lalli had give him a murderous look and told him, "Try it, and they'll need 
someone to carry you back to camp." 


The only concession Lalli was willing to make was that he would sit down and rest, only 
moving if he felt something getting too close to them. So Lalli drifted on the cusp of sleep, 
the thwack of Emil's axe somehow as steady and soothing as a heartbeat beneath his ear when 
it filtered through the fuzzy layers of his exhaustion. 


Nothing got too close. Emil worked until the twilight was making it impossible to see what 
lay in the path of the trees he was felling. Then he slid his axehead into its leather sheathe, 
slung it over his back, and knelt down grab Lalli. With one arm wrapped around his back and 
the other tugging Lalli's thin arm over his shoulder, he pulled Lalli to his feet. The butt of the 
axe bumped into Lalli's side and the sharp smell of sweat filled his nose as he was half-led 
and half-carried back to the camp, where he could be deposited safe in his tent, covered with 
a blanket, and left with one fleeting kiss to slip back into Uni's hold. 


Chapter End Notes 


Oh no! No silly horsing lessons here, I'm afraid. Just the grueling misery of work. Life 
imitates art...? 


Chapter 9 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


And you don't have to care, so don't pretend 
Nobody needs a best fake friend 
Oh oh oh don't hide it 


- Best Fake Smile, James Bay 


9 TUURI 


There was a knock on the table and Tuuri jumped, looking up in surprise. Her reflexive smile 
froze behind her Haz-Mask when she saw that it was Elis, the young cleanser who might or 
might not be stalking her. “Hello, Elis,” she greeted him cautiously. “What are you doing 
here?” 


“My trio is on camp duty today,” he explained with a slight smile. At least he was being 
good-natured about the fact that she hadn’t even noticed that he was one of only six cleansers 
helping load up all of the tents and bags on the wagons that had carried their goods a further 
600 meters north that day. He’d also probably been among the ones to pack up the portable 
radio that she was sat at now, in fact, on a folding table in the middle of the temporary camp. 


It was their sixth move north of the city. Emil had given her little more than a wave as he left 
her to it this morning. It had quickly become completely normal between the two of them that 
she would handle pretty much everything that came with actually running the project, while 
he just tried to keep driving the cleansers themselves north as quickly as he could. She 
managed the assignments according to a list she'd made and corralled her daily helpers each 
morning so they could take care of everything that needed moving, and he galloped back to 
the northern line to let out his frustrations on another innocent tree or twenty. 


The sensors had already been set up for the day, three layers of them extending out along the 
perimeter of the site at 5, 10, and 20 meters. Only the middle set was live so far, fed by the 
generator that was humming along to also power the radio that Tuuri sat at. The generator 
was getting a bit light, but the afternoon train would make a brief stop to supply them with 
food and fuel that day. The train slowed and stopped like this almost every other day, 


dropping off whatever supplies the project needed at the expense of an extra five minutes 
commute time for the civilian passengers. It seemed the Swedes were willing enough to 
swallow the delay if it meant they got a safe way to move between their nice modern cities. 


As grueling as the schedule seemed to be on the cleansers, Tuuri had to admit that the way 
things were handled here in Sweden was far more convenient than the cleansing project she 
had been a part of the year before in Finland. The daily trains passing along the tracks meant 
that they could travel light. Food and additional supplies could be brought in within the day, 
so they had to carry little more than their packs and tents and basic field equipment. The cook 
staff had already set up their kitchen for the day and were preparing lunch, and the doctor had 
set up her tent—which she had to share at night with the senior cook—and laid out all of her 
equipment in case an emergency should come racing into the camp. Once they were all 
settled in for the day, life in the camp was...well, it was almost idyllic. 


Lunchtime normally rolled around soon after they got settled at each new site, and the sweaty 
cleansers would stream in for a quick thirty minutes of refreshment before they went right 
back out into the field. The six remaining in camp would work on clearing out a good amount 
of flat ground for everyone to sleep on, but it was nothing like the work of chopping down 
trees all day. Then they would sort out belongings and tents and distribute laundry bags— 
laundry bags! The cleansers could send sacks of dirty laundry back down to Mora every other 
day to be cleaned for them at the base there! It was certainly a very different kind of setup 
than she’d gotten used to in Eno. 


The only thing she did miss, amid the civilized wonders of Sweden, was a good sauna. The 
light, temporary camps the Swedes made meant that they didn't bother with constructing 
anything so substantial at each stop. They would bathe in the river, whenever they were close 
enough to it, or else suffer through a few days of being sweaty and smelly. Tuuri had been 
relieved to see that any number of lakes dotted their path north to Sveg. She for one didn’t 
plan to go weeks at a time without bathing. 


Today she had settled down at the portable radio, which she’d set up on a small folding table, 
to try to continue her quest to track down more tents for Emil. She hadn’t gotten very far. A 
number of the offices that she’d reached at various bases had refused to deal with her once it 
became apparent that she wasn’t even a member of the Swedish army. She wasn’t giving up 
yet—but she wasn’t thrilled to be faced with yet another obstacle to her progress, this time 
represented by the earnest face of the dark-haired cleanser standing over her. 


“Did I hear correctly,” Elis hazarded, “that you are still trying to get more tents up from 
Mora?” 


Tuuri sighed and set down her pencil. Apparently he was planning to make this a 
conversation and not just a quick greeting in passing. “That’s right. We do still need a number 
of tents. Not only to give those who were promised private tents their due, but also in case 
any might get damaged or worn beyond repair.” 


“Perhaps I could be of some help?” 


She fought to keep her smile from being too condescending. The young cleanser was eager to 
please, but he obviously had no idea what she was dealing with. “You’re very sweet, and you 


were a great help with my tent before, Elis, but this is a little different.” Trying to gentle the 
blow, she gave him a little pat on the hand where he still had his palms flat on the table. “You 
would probably be more help to the other cleansers.” 


He reached past her hand more swiftly than she would have expected, picking up her sheets 
of notes. As he flipped through them, he kept talking in that sheepish tone. “I wish that were 
so. But there’s little left for us to do here but stand watch. So unless someone is going to 
point me in the direction of a tree that I can cut down, I’m quite a loose ends.” He was 
running one finger down her lists as he muttered, “Even then, I doubt I’d be much help. I was 
hardly the first in class in our training.” 


Plucking the headset from around her neck, he pinned one earpiece between his head and 
shoulder as he adjusted the radio’s frequency with the ease of experience. “This, however, is 
something I do know how to do.” 


The crackling static from the radio was replaced by a human voice, and Elis answered it at 
once in a warm tone. “Sonja! It’s me, Elis. Yes, yes, up on the line.” 


Tuuri couldn’t make out all the words coming through the earphones, but the tone of surprise 
was unmistakable. Whoever Elis had reached seemed quite delighted to be hearing from him. 
Tuuri realized her mouth was hanging open, and she snapped it shut. 


“No, I am not regretting a thing. Except, perhaps, the lack of tents. Have you heard anything 
about that?” 


She could only make out about every third word, but she understood that the woman on the 
other line was griping about how their office had been pestered several times about the tent 
situation. 


“Sonja, please. You know we must have something tucked in a corner somewhere. What 
about the old tents that we’ve had thrown in storage for years, ‘for repairs,’ only no one ever 
gets around to repairing them?” 


More hemming and hawing came through the line, and Elis pressed the headset tighter to his 
head, leaning on the table. “No one is going to miss them. No one else even remembers 
they’re there. Come on, Sonja. Ask Sigge to get them to that brother of his who works for the 
train line, and I’m sure they can ‘accidentally’ end up mixed into the next supply load 
heading north. Along with several yards of canvas and some heavy-duty needles and thread, I 
hope. Then I can take it from there.” 


The protesting was growing weaker, and Elis seemed to know exactly the final nail to drive 
into the coffin. His tone shifted, a hint of sly promise in it as he suggested, “Sonja? If I find 
any books in the houses out here, they’re yours. I promise. I’Il give you the first pick.” 


There were several long moments of silence and then a quiet word that must have been a 
‘yes,’ because Elis silently lifted one fist in the air in victory. “Sonja, you’re a saint. If heaven 
doesn’t reward you, then I will. I swear it.” 


With a few more grateful farewells, he disconnected the call and let the headset slide from his 
shoulder to fall into his waiting hand, a motion that had obviously been practiced quite a few 
times. 


“What,” Tuuri asked in disbelief, “was all that?” 


The embarrassed look on Elis’s face at least was familiar. “Ah, well, I worked at Borlange 
before I joined the cleansers. I only left last fall, so I still know a lot of the people there.” He 
pushed his heavy hair back in a nervous gesture, his eyes meeting hers once before sliding 
away. “I’m sorry for not offering earlier. I didn’t understand that first day what exactly it was 
that you and Emil—I mean, Captain Vasterstr6m—were after. If I had, I probably could have 
tried calling earlier.” 


As Tuuri continued to gape, he flushed. "Sorry. I should have said something earlier. Right? I 
mean, obviously." 


She caught herself and shook her head. "No, it's fine. It was just surprising to hear..." 


Elis cocked his head to the side. "That I wasn't always a brainless cleanser, only good for 
burning the world down?" 


There was a teasing note in his question, and Tuuri was feeling so off balance that she didn't 
know how to respond to it. "I never...ah..." 


He chuckled. "Never thought I didn't fit in around here? Maybe I make a more convincing 
cleanser than I thought. I was pretty sure that everyone must take one look at me and still see 
a useless paper pusher." 


"You're new to cleansing?" As soon as the question left her mouth, Tuuri wanted to kick 
herself. She knew the answer, of course. This conversation had her stumbling all over herself, 
though. "I mean, I know you're one of the new recruits," she hastened to add. "I mean—you 
were doing something else before enlisting?" 


"Other than working at the base?" His lips quirked up in a little smile, and Tuuri felt more 
stupid and awkward than ever. It wasn't a feeling she was used to experiencing at the ripe age 
of 27. "Well, I did work at a hotel for a couple years before that." 


"A couple...years?" Tuuri repeated faintly. 


"It was all the same sort of work at both places, though. Bookkeeping, accounting, that sort of 
thing. It's not exactly exciting work, but you do get to meet different people. When budgets 
came due at the base and none of the figures seem to come up right, oh, I was ever so popular 
in Borlange.” He laughed at himself. "By which I mean that most people fled when they saw 
me coming. But I did make at least one or two friends in most departments." 


"But you're..." Tuuri’s face scrunched up. She wondered if sitting under the bright sun had 
gotten to her. She muttered, rubbing her hand over her eyes once, “I'm sorry. I'm just having a 
hard time following the history here..." 


He'd been a bookkeeper at the base? At his age? Even in Keuruu, they weren't that desperate. 
She hadn’t been given any tasks more important than copying down memos and transcribing 
reports until she was at least seventeen. And he claimed he'd already been working a couple 
years before that. She had heard that the cleansers took recruits as young as 13. Did 
businesses in Sweden also hire people that young? She'd thought it was only the Cleansers' 
Corps. They didn't tend to attract the most thoughtful members of society anyway. They 
didn't care if you were old enough to know what you were doing. 


Elis seemed to be flushing, though it was hard to tell in the bright sunlight. "You want the 
whole sorry story? Fine. I graduated from school, took up a thrilling—by which I mean 
excruciatingly boring—job in a hotel for nearly three years, realized I was wasting my life 
away, moved to the military, realized not long after that I'd simply arrived at a new way to 
waste my life, still without accomplishing anything that I'd set out to accomplish, and finally 
I signed up for the cleansers. I hope this time I made the right decision for once." 


"But you're..." Tuuri waffled again. 
"What?" 
"A kid!" The word burst out of her, almost beyond her control. 


“Ah...hah.” The baffling cleansers's face definitely burning this time, as he slowly drew his 
hands back from the radio table. “I see. It seems there’s been a bit of a misunderstanding 
here." One side of his mouth curled up in an awkward smile. "How old exactly do you think I 
am?" 


Obviously older than I had assumed. Answering seemed impossible now. If she guess too 
young, she would insult him even more. But how old could he really be, with a face like that? 


"Twenty?" she hazarded, thinking she was being generous. 

"Five." 

Tuuri blinked. "What?" 

"My age. I'm 25. Well, I'll be 26 this year, in fact, but not for another six months." 


"You're kidding me." The words burst out of her, and she clapped her hands across her mask 
too late. “I mean...but...25? Are you really?” 


With a pained smile on his boyish face, the novice cleanser—who was apparently older even 
than her cousin—nodded and admitted, "I'm told—if I’m to believe the scorn heaped on me 
by my training officer—that I was the oldest recruit the Swedish Cleansers' Corp had seen in 
over a decade. Despite, er, appearances. Apparently.” 


Tuuri was still speechless, her face slowly suffusing with a hot rush of blood. She had almost 
two years on him still, but that didn't make it any less humiliating to realize that she'd been 
treating an apparently capable adult like an overeager child. Suddenly she tried to remember 


every dismissive comment she had doled out. "I'm so sorry," she mumbled, her hands still 
over the breathing apparatus covering her mouth. "I didn't think..." 


"No, clearly not." As it had every other time she had talked to him, Elis's smile didn't falter, 
and his dark eyes sparkled with mirth despite his blush. "I guess maybe when I'm older I'll 
have to be thankful for my youthful looks. Ask me again when I'm fifty." He crossed his arms 
tightly across his chest and laughed ruefully. "I'm not feeling too thankful at the moment." 


"Can you believe it?" Tuuri had her face buried in her arms as she leaned over the table. "I 
thought I would die of embarrassment! And that wasn't even the end of it!" 


Someone cleared their throat pointedly and she looked up to find the grumpy cook, that one 
called Liv, standing beside her with an armful of bowls waiting to be cleaned. Tuuri moved to 
the side to let her pass, muttering an apology. Lalli watched the women going about their 
work, one cheek plastered to the table and his face turned to the side so that his eyes could 
follow what was going on without having to move. He looked either bored or tired. It was 
hard to tell with Lalli sometimes. Probably tired, though. 


She carried on relating the story to him in Finnish, though she managed to wail a little less 
obviously this time. "So he ended up telling me half his life story. He had been working at a 
hotel in Mora—he said he'd always wanted to see the world and that was the closest he could 
get to actually traveling to other lands—when our expedition happened." 


Lalli grunted, still keeping his face turned to the side to watch as Tilde beat furiously at a 
small bowl she had put a hunk of butter into. It was turning whiter as she did so. 


"That was when he first learned about us." Tuuri sighed, remembering just how she'd felt 
when she had heard the tale from Elis, after she had finally stopped stammering apologies. 
"Apparently he was so ashamed to realize that you and Emil, almost a whole year younger 
than him, had been out there taking on the Silent World that he quit his job and enlisted in the 
military. He worked as a bookkeeper at one of the Mora bases for the past four years. Four 
years! Then when he heard that Emil had become a captain, well... He said he realized that he 
was still no closer to any of his dreams of seeing the world than he'd ever been. So he signed 
up as a cleanser." 


Tilde was sifting vanilla sugar into her bowl now, beating it together with the fluffy butter. 
She'd dumped a good half a cup into the bowl, which was really more generous than they'd 
had any right to expect. "Apparently he also went to the same school as Emil, down in 
Mora," Tuuri dropped, her eyes on Lalli. As she'd expected, that got a reaction at last. He 
stiffened, and his eyes narrowed as he turned them toward her. "He said he doesn't think Emil 
remembers him, but he remembers Emil." 


Now that she finally had her cousin's attention, she watched slyly. She still hadn't told him 
about her other surprise for the night. "You should chat with him sometimes. Find out some 
old stories about Emil. Oh, you could tease him mercilessly, I bet!" 


The brief look of interest disappeared, and Lalli went back to looking bored. Or tired. 
Whichever one it was, he shrugged against the tabletop. "I don't need stories from other 
people." 


Tuva dropped a plate of pancakes on the table inches from his face, and he only flinched. Just 
tired then, Tuuri thought. It he had been feeling himself, he would have probably jumped a 
meter into the air. "Bring that frosting here," Tuva commanded her second, and Tilde stepped 
up to the table with her bowl in hand, lifting her whisk once to check the consistency of her 
concoction. She handed the bowl over to Tuva, who tsked at them even as her thick-knuckled 
hands never paused in her work. "If you'd just told me sooner, we might've been able to put 
together something better. What do you expect us to do with nothing but a bit of breakfast 
fixings? Next train's not due till tomorrow afternoon, and you know the schedule as well as 
anyone here might, missy." 


Tuva brandished her frosting covered knife at Tuuri. She had cooked up a large stack of 
Swedish pancakes. The cooks made dozens of them each morning, though they were never 
enough and so it was a first-come, first-served battle to get any if you wanted them. Tonight 
she was spreading a smear of frosting between each pancake as she layered them into a pile 
four fingers high. Then she covered the whole thing with more of the buttercream frosting 
that Tilde had made, moving in quick and sure movements as she smoothed around the sides 
and over the top. She cloaked the stack in her own sort of magic until anyone might really 
believe that it was a small cake perched upon the tin camp dish. 


Liv came back to the prep area with her clean bowls still dripping water from the lake they 
were camped beside—and a handful of tiny wildflowers trapped between her fingers and the 
rim of one bowl. The cake's illusion became even more convincing after she thrust the 
flowers at Tuva and the old crone plucked off the tiny flowers to arrange them around the 
edge of the squat mound. 


Tuuri beamed. Lalli had a peculiar expression on his face, and she thought he might be 
fighting to keep it blank. But he had to be feeling pleased with their surprise as well. She 
knew it. 


"I can't imagine how it could ever be any better than this," Tuuri reassured the cooks. "Thank 
you so much!" 


Her thanks were met with grunts and grumbles as the women set about cleaning up after their 
unexpected duty. Tuuri picked up the light dish between her two hands and turned to Lalli. 
"Ready?" she asked him. 


Lalli's cheek twitched, and he let his eyes fall shut for a moment, then he finally shoved 
himself up from the table. "Ready," he muttered, rolling his head about on his neck and 
rubbing his hands over his face once as though to try to rouse himself. 


Tuuri led the way out of the cooks' tent and out into the night. They didn't have to go far to 
find Emil. He sat leaning over the small folding table that Tuuri used as her workstation 
during the days. He looked exhausted, face drawn as he traced one chewed up nail along the 
map on the table before him. And it was no wonder if he was exhausted. 


When Lalli and Emil had disappeared together at dinner time a few nights ago, Tuuri had 
assumed that they were just trying to secure some private time for themselves—but then 
Emil's axe had rung out through the evening twilight and it hadn't stopped until the two of 
them came stumbling back into camp as dark fell. The next night, they'd been joined by 
another cleanser. The night after, two more. The number of cleansers who worked until the 
sun went down seemed to be slowly growing with each passing day, and Emil and Lalli 
hadn't taken a single night off. 


So to pull off her surprise, Tuuri had been forced to ask Lalli—not generally known for his 
skill at subtle manipulation—to convince Emil that they both had to take at least this one 
evening off. Surprisingly, it had worked, even if Emil was still using his free evening to study 
the same land on the map that he would've rather been cleansing. He was bent with his face 
nearly pressed to the paper, a small lamp on the table beside him pooling a harsh wash of 
light upon it. It was easy to sneak up upon Emil in such a state, and Tuuri stepped right up 
beside him before she cried out, "Happy birthday!" 


Emil jumped and turned to look at them both, blinking. "What?" 


Tuuri sighed a long-suffering sigh and placed the cake plate right in the middle of his map, 
obscuring the lines drawn on it. "Emil, what day is it?" 


His bright blue eyes unfocused a moment as his face scrunched up, and then understanding 
dawned at last. "Oh. Oh. I didn't even remember." 


"Well, some of us did," Tuuri assured him as she pulled a folding camp stool closer to the 
desk to sit opposite her old friend. She caught her cousin's eye and nodded to another chair 
nearby. "So happy birthday, Emil!" 


His eyes had bags beneath them, and he looked at least as exhausted as Lalli did, but his 
smile was as bright as the sun that had already set for the day. "Thank you, Tuuri," he said, 
reaching across the table and squeezing her hand for a moment. He glanced at Lalli, who was 
settling himself upon a chair on the third side of the table, between Emil and Tuuri. "Thank 
you," Emil said again, softer, and Lalli settled his face on the heel of one his hands, waving 
his fingers dismissively with the smallest movement he could manage. He gave no greater 
acknowledgement that he'd heard Emil's thanks, but his gray eyes were fixed on Emil's blue 
ones. 


Tuuri pulled out the fork she'd taken from the cooks and brandished it, presenting it to Emil 
like a precious gift. He laughed. "How did you even manage this?" he asked as he took the 
fork and admired the small cake from several angles. 


"The cooks don't hate you enough yet," Lalli grumbled, still leaning tiredly on his hand but 
watching Emil with heavy eyes. "You should work on that." 


Emil gave a wolfish grin. "If I don't thank them for this, I guess that might seal the deal." He 
jabbed the fork into the cake without hesitation. "I'm not fool enough to do that, though. Or to 
let this go to waste." He lifted a piece, not showing any surprise at the fact that the frosting 
had disguised a pile of thin Swedish pancakes, and he closed his eyes in probably 
exaggerated bliss when he slipped it into his mouth. "Amazing." His eyes opened and he 
offered the fork back to Tuuri as he said, "I think Lalli might not be the only one capable of 
magic at this table." 


Tuuri was almost as happy about the flattery as she was about the fact that Emil was offering 
her a bite as well. Watching the cake getting put together without sneaking even a lick of 
frosting had been about as painful as her conversation with Elis that afternoon. "You're sure?" 
she asked, holding the fork over the cake in a moment of token reluctance. Emil had barely 
nodded before she plunged it down and had a mouthful of cake between her lips. 
"Mmmmm!" She hummed in delight, her hands going to her cheeks as though she could keep 
the sweetness from melting away in her mouth. "We need more birthdays. Whose birthday is 
next?" 


Emil laughed at her, and it was good to hear. There hadn't been much laughter from him since 
they'd arrived in Sweden. Lalli pulled out his puukko knife and carved out a small piece of 
cake, eating it daintily off of the sharp blade. Emil laughed again, leaning forward to settle on 
his elbows and watch them both. "What is it with you Hotakainens and sweets?" he asked 
teasingly. 


"Try growing up without processed sugar," Tuuri shot back, sneaking one more small bite 
before offering back his fork. It only seemed appropriate, seeing as it was his birthday and 
everything. He took it long enough to put a large bite in his mouth, then offered it right back 
to her. She loved him in that moment more than she had ever loved him before. "I've never 
been happier to welcome you into the family," she confided, taking the fork from him as she 
reached across the table. 


Lalli choked on his cake, luckily not slicing his own face open with the knife he'd had at his 
mouth. Emil gave him an alarmed look but it eased when he saw that Lalli's shoulders were 
shaking with silent laughter. "That," the mage asked, the hand holding his knife propped on 
the table for support, "that is why you'd accept Emil into our family? Because he let you have 
a bit of this mess of a cake?" 


"Oooh, don't let the cooks hear you say that, or you'll definitely secure the most-hated spot." 
Tuuri was grinning up until the moment she bit down on her next bite of cake and then her 
mouth was too occupied. Her eyes danced as she watched Lalli grumble and Emil reach 
across the table to wipe a bit of frosting from his cheek. She swallowed, then said, "And 
you'll forgive me. Because this wasn't my real gift." 


Both men looked at her curiously after that statement, and she had to hide her smile as she 
got up from her chair and went over to the pile of things she'd left at her workstation at the 
end of her day. Lifting aside a few binders and maps, she drew out the unmistakable lumpy 
shape of a tent in its canvas bag. Carrying it back over to them, she dropped it heavily in 
Lalli's lap, and he caught it with a surprised grunt. 


"A tent?" he asked, looking at her in bewilderment. 


Emil leaned over the table to look at the bag in Lalli's lap. "Where did you get it?" 


"I had a bit of luck today, thanks to an old classmate of yours." Emil looked utterly baffled, 
so Tuuri waved away his potential questions with one hand. "Don't ask, I'll have to explain 
again, and I'm too embarrassed to relive the whole thing another time tonight. The important 
thing is that we got a dozen extra tents up on the afternoon train today. They are in need of 
some patching, and we'll be getting to work on that tomorrow. But I thought this one might 
be wanted sooner." 


Tuuri leaned back and basked in the growing wonder on Emil's face and the fierce light in 
Lalli's eyes. "It may have a few holes," she warned them. "But there's no rain expected 
tonight." Picking up the fork that Emil had forgotten, she speared another bite of cake. "So 
happy birthday, Emil. And you're welcome." 


Chapter End Notes 


Hi, Tuuri. :) It was fun and bittersweet to see you getting to be silly again. 


Chapter 10 


I'm halfway gone 
Sleepless, I'm battle-worn 
You're all I want 

So bring me the dawn 


- Need the Sun to Break, James Bay 


10 LALLI 


It took them hardly five minutes to have scraped every bite of pancake from the plate and 
cleaned it of even one last lick of frosting by running their fingers around it. Tuuri did most 
of that, but Lalli could see that Emil didn't mind in the slightest. The birthday boy was 
watching the whole scene with quiet pleasure glowing in his bright blue eyes, which moved 
from Tuuri's blissful smile to Lalli himself. Lalli ran his thumb along the flat side of his blade 
to clean the last excess of frosting from it, then licked his skin clean. Emil's eyes darkened 
predictably, and even in his exhaustion, Lalli felt a surge of satisfaction. 


Rubbing the knife once against the cloth of his trousers to get it as clean as it would be for the 
moment, he said, "I'll go get my things." There wasn't much question that he would be 
moving in with Emil now that a tent was available. He was so tired that it was hard to keep 
his eyes from crossing, but if it came down to the option of collapsing into sleep beside his 
cousin or beside his lover, he thought he could manage to stagger across the camp one more 
time with his sack of belongings. 


When Lalli stood, Emil rose from his stool as well. "I'll help, if you can wait a moment?" He 
looked over the table, covered in maps, and picked up the cakeless camp plate. "I'll just get 
this back to the cooks and put away the maps, then—" 


"I'm not sure either of those tasks requires a captain's skill," Tuuri interrupted, reaching 
across the table to take the plate from his hand. "I'll clean this up. It's your birthday and 
besides, I'm not the one out there on my feet all day." 


"But I should really thank Tuva and the others myself..." Emil's protest went largely ignored. 
Tuuri picked up the tent bag that Lalli had leaned against the table with her free hand, the 
other one still holding the tin plate. 


"No, what you should really do is find a spot to pitch your tent." She awkwardly swung the 
heavy sack in his direction so that Emil had little choice but to grab it with both arms before 


she lost her grip. "You can thank the cooks personally in the morning, if you have to. I'll tell 
them how much you appreciated the cake tonight when I return the plate." 


Lalli didn't wait to hear how the conversation ended. He was too tired to stay upright on his 
feet without moving, so he turned away with a short wave of farewell. At least every heavy 
step toward Tuuri's tent was like falling forward and the momentum could carry him onward. 
Emil called after him, "North!" And Lalli waggled his fingers to signal that he'd understood 
the message, but he didn't slow or turn again as he shuffled away. It had taken the little 
willpower he had left for the day to force himself to his feet again, and he didn't dare stop if 
he was going to keep moving long enough to rejoin Emil for the night. It was his birthday. It 
was the least Lalli could do. 


And he wanted to share even what little was left of the special day with Emil. He never had 
before. Lalli had been able to share three of his birthdays with Emil, in some way or another: 
a confusing and exhilarating evening shared once during the expedition, a brief moment in a 
ferry terminal a year ago that had nearly shattered him, and a perfect night in Mora four 
months before that he had relived in his mind dozens of times in the months they'd spent 
apart. 


They'd gone out to a fine dinner at a restaurant, an idea quite foreign to Lalli, and Emil had 
insisted on stopping by a fancy bakery on their way back to their hotel room. Emil had stood 
by his side and refused to help at all as he forced Lalli to pick out a small cake for himself. 
When Lalli threatened to walk out of the shop, Emil had snaked an arm around his waist and 
dragged the mage back before him, resting his chin on Lalli's shoulder as he held him in 
place. "Pick a cake, Lalli. We're not leaving until you do," he had insisted in a soft voice. It 
had been infuriating—and Lalli had never felt more treasured in his life. 


The cake had been delicious. The night had been delicious. While Lalli wasn't dependent on 
the soft luxuries of Sweden, as Emil undeniably was, he had found it all to easy to get used to 
the life he'd glimpsed with Emil that winter. The little treat that Tuuri had proposed may have 
been a cheap imitation, but Lalli had agreed at once. It hadn't mattered how tired he was. He 
had wanted to give back to Emil even a fraction of that feeling of being precious and worth 
spoiling in someone's eyes. So he would stumble back to the tent he and Tuuri had shared 
since arriving in Orsa, and with his clumsy tired hands he would pack up the blanket and 
bedroll that Tuuri would have laid out for him like every night, and he would go find Emil 
wherever he waited beneath the black night sky. 


Lalli believed that. But when he got to the tent, he found that Tuuri's present had gone 
beyond the cake. Sitting just inside the tent was his pack, with bedroll and blanket neatly 
rolled up and strapped to it. He didn't have to do a thing but stoop without falling over to pick 
it up. 


"Kiitos, Tuuri," he whispered, though she wasn't around to hear the words. She would know 
they were spoken all the same. Then he shambled off to search for the place where he was 
meant to be. 


The arms gathering him up lifted him from the deathlike sleep he had fallen into, and Lalli 
groaned into the shoulder beneath his face. "Mil?" he mumbled, though the spicy smell of the 
cleanser told him all he needed to know. The sound of his breathing, the shape of his soul— 
Lalli could have been blinded for life, and he would have known Emil. 


He didn't know how long he had been asleep. He had staggered to the northern end of the 
array of tents, and his eyes had picked up the light of the small lantern at once. He'd made a 
beeline for it and found Emil just finishing with setting up the tent. The Swede had pushed 
him inside, taken his things, and had a bed made for him before Lalli even processed what 
was happening. "I could have..." he had begun to protest, but by then Emil had already been 
pushing him down onto the bed. Not for any exciting reason, but with a shushing noise and a 
quiet admonishment. 


Then Emil had left to get his own things from the tent he had been sharing with his awful 
lieutenant. Lalli had meant to stay awake till he could return. He had tried his hardest, 
mulling over his worries as though tonguing over a sore tooth and hoping the discomfort 
would keep him alert. But he must have fallen asleep anyway. 


Lalli snaked his arms around Emil's solid back, feeling the familiar bulk and warmth of him. 
His lips found a bit of bare skin, and he brushed a kiss against it. Emil ducked his head down 
to catch the kiss before Lalli could move. But then he gave Lalli a single, rib-cracking 
squeeze before loosening his hold and whispering, "Sleep, Lalli. I know you need your 
sleep." 


He wanted to protest. He needed rest, but that didn't mean he hadn't missed Emil as well. But 
his tongue couldn't form the words. His eyelids were as heavy as if they were made of lead, 
and he couldn't manage anything more coherent than a keening whine. He felt Emil trailing a 
line of nibbling kisses his jawline, but Lalli couldn't stir himself to move as that soft voice 
reassured him, "We'll have other nights, other birthdays. All of them, I hope. As long as you 
don't get sick of me." 


And before Lalli could figure out a way to break through the surface to disagree with the idea 
that such a thing was even possible, he found himself dragged down, against his will, into the 
depths of sleep once more. 


The next time that Emil woke Lalli was less pleasant. It had been a long time since Lalli had 
experienced the terrors with him. The nightmares had hardly troubled his captain in their few 
weeks that winter, when they'd been safe in the city and going to bed each night with their 
minds whirring with sweet memories of another day spent together. But now they were back 
out in the woods again, back in the thick of the Silent World and all that entailed. It was 
different. 


"It's not real," Lalli slurred, the words falling automatically from his clumsy lips as he 
struggled against sleep's tugging hold. He knew he had to say the words at least, even if his 
body was still too tired for him to lift his arms and hug Emil in reassurance. He pressed his 
face a little harder into Emil's musky shirt instead, rubbing it against the strong shoulder 
underneath. 


"It's not real." Emil repeated the words in the ritual they had perfected the summer before. He 
wrapped his arms around Lalli's back, hands moving up and down to reassure him—or 
maybe them both. "This is real." 


"This is real," Lalli agreed. As though he'd said the final words of some spell, the tension 
went out of Emil as soon as Lalli recited his last line. It almost always worked. Words had 
power, after all. The two of them remained loosely wrapped around one another as they 
drifted back to sleep, everything real and right again for the first time in months. Things were 
going to be all right from now on. 


It took them two and a half days to reach Tallhed. Their daily progress was slowly creeping 
upwards, from averaging 500 meters a day to 600 at least. Part of it was because the days 
were getting longer. Emil continued to go out every evening, after work had officially ended, 
and he had collected a regular group of five or six young recruits who worked with him every 
night till it was too dark to be safe any longer. (Though one was not so young as he appeared, 
as Tuuri had discovered.) A few of the Finns pitched in as well, especially since they knew 
Lalli was there to interpret should anything come up. 


Lalli still shuffled after Emil to the front line each night, after work had officially ended for 
the day, for these evening shifts. He didn't trust Emil to be alert to danger on his own, in the 
failing light, with how hard he was pushing himself every single day. And Lalli was not 
going to lose Emil to some stupid attack now. They had both been working in uncleansed 
areas their entire adult lives, but this was the first time since perhaps the expedition that Lalli 
felt acutely worried that something might happen to Emil. This project was being run all 
wrong. Lalli could see it all around him, as they lurched about in this wild race for progress. 
It was only luck that no disaster had befallen them so far, not skill or anything else. And luck 
always ran out. 


So Lalli continued to watch over the cleansers until they gave up for the night, his eyes 
closed and every part of himself shut down except for his spiritual senses. And his presence 
meant that Emil would call it a night sooner than he probably would have if he were left on 
his own. Lalli could tell that Emil was worried about him, and he didn't do a thing to dispel 
that worry. At least this way Emil would actually stop working before it was full dark and 
return to camp to eat a late dinner and sleep, even if it was mostly to make sure that Lalli did 
the same thing. 


No one asked about the fact that the two of them shared a tent now. Maybe people assumed it 
was simply that they were old friends. Or maybe they assumed the truth. It hardly mattered to 
Lalli. Emil was his, and he was learning that the longer that was so, the less inclined he was 
hide it. 


Lalli saw how the young ones admired Emil. He saw his own countrymen grudgingly 
impressed by Emil's unflagging effort. And he had discovered something strange and new 
about himself, which he hadn't been aware of before: he wanted people to know that Emil 
was his. Lalli wanted the people who thought Emil was a good captain and a good man to 
know that Lalli had claim to him. He wanted them to see that Emil had chosen him above all 
others. 


He remembered the way that Emil had wrapped his larger hand around Lalli's against the cold 
December air, as they walked back across the frozen river in Ostersund months before. It had 
been a mix of giddy pleasure and burning self-consciousness, feeling as though everyone 
around might be staring and judging them by that one tiny, fluttering point of contact. Now 
Lalli wanted to take Emil by the hand and pull him back to their shared tent at the end of the 
day to tell them all: He is mine now. You all get him the rest of the day, but this is mine. And I 
will not share. 


Lalli shook his head, shifting his rifle on his shoulder. He shouldn't be thinking of such things 
while he was scouting. 


He'd convinced Emil to let him check Tallhed on his own while everyone else broke for 
lunch. In return he'd had to promise that he would take a rest and eat while they sorted 
through their explosives before descending on the former settlement. The compromise had 
been worth the peaceful half hour to himself and on his own feet again. While he'd gotten 
used to being atop the horse, and his sore muscles had gotten used to riding, he was glad to 
be picking his way across the quiet landscape alone as he was most used to. 


The small cup of paint he carried in his left hand was half empty when he dipped his brush 
into it and gently swabbed a "T" on the door of the ancient house he stood in front of. Once 
he had, he paused a moment, listening. But there was no sound of anything rousing itself 
from within the building, despite his senses screaming at him that he was just feet away from 
at least a troll or two. 


He had marked all of the structures but one so far. There were only six structures left standing 
within the range they had to clear, though he had skirted past the remains of at least four 
other homes that must have been destroyed during the initial, narrower cleansing of the line. 
Those ones had been right up alongside the tracks, while these six had been far enough that 
they'd been ignored decades ago. Now that the Swedes were extending the perimeter, though, 
these houses would also need to be taken care of. No one wanted to leave ready-made troll 
nests within the new electric fences, once they went up. 


Dropping the large paintbrush back in his cup, Lalli shifted his rifle strap just to feel the 
reassuring weave against his hand and backed away from the troll house. One more building, 
then it was back to the camp. 


Lalli was still awake when Emil ducked into their tent, though he hadn't meant to be. When 
dinner had broken up, no one had felt much like an extra shift tonight, and Lalli hadn't been 
about to argue with the chance for a bit more sleep. But his restless thoughts had had different 
plans. 


He held himself still, eyes shut as he listened to the comforting rustle while Emil worked off 
his heavy boots and peeled off his socks. There was a familiar metallic clatter as the Swede 
pulled his belt from its loops and shuffled out of his trousers, tossing them in a pile on the 
empty side of the tent. Sleeping together with their two bed rolls pressed up against one 
another meant that their tent had more free space than most did, and it was there that their 
bags and things lived each night and that Lalli prayed in his mornings and evenings. 


Emil lowered himself to their shared pile of blankets, slipping beneath the covers to gather 
Lalli up against him. "The doctor said he'll be just fine," Emil murmured, his toes running up 
and down against Lalli's calves. Lalli gave no sign that he'd heard a thing or was even awake, 
letting Emil hold him without moving. He kept his breath steady and slow. 


"Don't want to talk about it?" Lalli felt Emil's lips on his forehead, brushing against his 
hairline. "Since I know you aren't sleeping anyway, if you don't want to talk, well, I can think 
of something else to do." 


Lalli moved at last, to drive a knee into Emil's leg. He was careful not to hit too high, though. 
"It's not funny," he growled at his lover as Emil shook with an almost-silent snicker. When 
that didn't seem to dampen Emil's amusement, Lalli rolled over and put his back to the 
Swede. It didn't work as well as intended, since all Emil did then was drag Lalli into the 
curve of his body. What had started as a fit of petulant annoyance sparked into real anger, and 
Lalli sat upright on the bedroll, freeing himself from Emil's hold as he looked down at the 
captain. "It's not funny," he repeated, and this time his voice was entirely serious. "That boy 
will wear those scars the rest of his life." 


Emil sat up and mirrored his position, leaning forward to peer at Lalli's face beneath the loose 
hair falling around it. "And that's a shame," Emil agreed, lifting a hand to push back a hank of 
that ash blond hair. "I'm sorry about Matias's face. I really am. It is a shame. But it could have 
been a tragedy." 


Lalli felt the way Emil tucked his hair behind his ear, that hand sliding around the back of his 
neck to draw him forward until their foreheads rested together. 


"I know you feel like you have to prove something here. Like you'll be a failure if we lose 
anyone on this project. But you know what happens in the Silent World. And you're already 
doing far more than anyone could expect of you, Lalli." The words were like cool rain, 
trickling down over the hot, tight anger that had kept him tossing and turning alone in the tent 
for an hour. "That boy probably would've been dead now, if you weren't on this project. But 
you were here and you told them there was danger. They knew what they were walking into. 
What else do you expect of yourself? There's only one of you." The other hand had come up 


now, and Emil was cradling his head as he held Lalli in place. "And I need you. So please 
don't get any ideas about throwing yourself between every young recruit and the trolls they 
have to learn to face down." 


"Maybe if they hadn't been depending on me to tell them where there was danger, they would 
have been more careful," Lalli muttered, speaking for the first time since he had snapped at 
Emil. The exhaustion which had left his temper paper thin seemed like it would press him 
flat until he was forced to his knees by it. "You know that." 


"I do," Emil agreed. "You're right that they've become too dependent on you." 


Lalli tried to pull back, but Emil only let him get a few inches away. He kept his hands 
looped around the back of Lalli's neck and peered at him with earnest eyes. "And that's my 
fault, not yours." 


The sharp inhale was involuntary, but Lalli hadn't been expecting those words from Emil, 
whatever else he might have expected the Swede to say. "What?" 


"I'm the one leading this project. I'd seen what they were doing, and I let it happen anyway, 
because it meant we were moving faster and making up time." This time Emil's eyes dropped 
first, his lashes falling to hide them from Lalli's demanding gaze. "You didn't fail to protect 
Matias. I failed to teach him what he needs to know as a cleanser." 


"The lieutenants—" Lalli began. 


"Should be doing more to train their recruits. That's true. But I've seen that they aren't, 
because they're hard at work in the field instead, just like I've been. And I let that go, too." 
Emil's voice was heavy and defeated. The playful teasing he'd tried to hide behind when he'd 
slipped into bed had evaporated. All that was left was the raw truth between them, and it only 
pained Lalli more when Emil said, "I know I'm asking too much of you. And of them. I don't 
want to do it, but if we don't reach Sveg before winter..." 


Emil's eyes were squeezed shut, and Lalli bit down on the inside of his lip. He wanted to 
reassure Emil—and he wanted to take a swing at him. Just say it. We both know it. You don't 
want to ask more of me, but you're going to. Because there's no way the project will succeed 
otherwise. You can claim that you want me to do less, to take care of myself, but you know 
that's not really an option. His stare bore into Emil's downcast face, but the captain didn't 
look up at him. "Say it, Emil. Just say it." 


Lalli didn't realize at first that he'd spoken the words out loud, but then Emil sighed. "If we 

don't reach Sveg, then it'll have been for nothing." The Swede shook his head. "I wish I had 
some other answer, but I don't know what else to do. Do we give up on the project, and just 
take it safe and slow?" His eyes came up again at last to search Lalli's in the low light. "Tell 
me if that's what you want to do, and we'll do it. Whatever you want to do it, I'll do it." 


Lalli was still for several long moments. He was afraid to move, as though the slightest 
motion would shake apart the threadbare control he had over his emotions. Too much. The 
day had been too much. The past few weeks had been too much. The sight of that boy's face 
cut open had been too much. What Emil was asking was too much. 


And losing the life he wanted with Emil would be too much. 


He slowly lowered himself to the thin mattress on the tent's floor. "Then I want to sleep," 
Lalli said, shutting his eyes. He knew Emil thought he was helping. He knew the offer was 
mean out of kindness. And the weight of it was crushing him. Emil was making it his burden 
to decide whether they should try to make this work or abandon the best shot they had at 
staying together. And he was too tired. He was simply too tired to take it. With his eyes 
closed, Lalli could just feel the prickle of tears at the corners of his eyes. "I choose sleep." 


Chapter 11 
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Feels like I'm treading the water 
Trying to keep my head above the line 
I hear the sound of you get softer 
Lately you've been just so hard to find 


- Heavy Handed, James Bay 
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A week later they made it to Ljothed. There were only a handful of buildings to be cleansed 
and destroyed. Lalli had scouted ahead in secret, but this time they agreed that he would not 
mark the houses in any way to indicate if they were infested or not. The young cleansers still 
needed to learn to do their job, which meant surveying dangerous structures on their own 
with all the caution they would need to survive when they didn't have a mage or a cat within 
arm's reach. Quality cats were too valuable to allow every cleanser to have one with them at 
all times, and a mage's insight might never be an option again, depending on how this little 
experiment went. 


The winter prior, Lalli had doubted whether he would be able to convince the Swedes on this 
project to put their trust in him. Emil had known that and had been trying to supress similar 
doubts himself. But it turned out that they'd been worrying about the wrong thing entirely. 
The fresh graduates, still nervous about working out in the field, had been all too quick to put 
their faith in the Finnish mage. Maybe that wasn't so surprising. While they may have all 
grown up in a nation that thought "magic" was a silly superstition to scoff at, while they 
might not still understand how he did it, every time that Lalli had said there was trouble, 
there really had been. And there had never been an attack on the line when he hadn't raised an 
alarm first and been at the front of the charge to hunt down whatever beast or other awful 
thing had been lurking in among the trees. 


Faced with working in the wilds for the first time, it had probably been easier for the new 
recruits to rely on Lalli and believe that he would keep them safe than the alternative: to live 
in constant terror of the Silent World. And the Finns who made up the bulk of the crew had 
also placed their full faith in him—though Emil had been forced to hear from Tuuri that it 
had ever been in doubt, rather than from Lalli himself. She'd been the one to tell him over 


lunch one day that many of the Finnish cleansers had been uneasy at first about relying on 
just one mage to cover such a long distance. It would've been unimaginable in Finland, and 
not all of them had known Lalli firsthand before this project to know how good he was. But 
they all knew of Onni, and it seemed word had spread quickly that there might be more than 
one great mage left among the Hotakainens. 


The Swedish cleansers were sent on their own to crawl among the abandoned structures in 
Ljothed, while the Finns took a slower pace to the last handful of meters outside the town. 
This was a trial for the new Swedes, and before they set off, Lalli had warned them that there 
were indeed trolls in some of the houses. Emil had reminded them to use what they had 
learned in their training. Then he had set out with the youngsters, leaving Lalli rooted to the 
ground near the train tracks with a bleak look on his face. 


That expression had stayed in Emil's mind long after he turned away, but then he'd spotted 
Lalli prowling between the fallen timbers of the old houses as they moved through the town, 
and he'd smiled to himself. It seemed the mage hadn't been able to hold himself back entirely, 
even if he was biting his tongue and not telling any of the young Swedes which houses were 
the worst. The tense atmosphere rotated between strained silences and nervous chatter, 
punctuated with sudden yelps of fear and the occassional percussion of bullets. Lalli never 
interfered, but he almost always seemed to be nearby when one of the infested houses was 
being explored. He might have even be using a bit of magic to slow the trolls down. Emil 
wouldn't have been surprised to find out that he had, since the young recruits escaped the day 
without a single major injury. But somehow he didn't dare ask. 


He found Lalli lying flat on his back on the sun-warmed boards of the bridge. They had 
reached Storstupet a little after noon, and Emil had given everyone the rest of the day off. It 
was the first break the entire crew had been given in the six weeks since work had begun, but 
they had earned it after tackling Ljothed and working two days straight to demolish every last 
structure in the former village. Plenty had chosen to head straight to camp and call it a day, 
but a good number of cleansers had picked their way down the steep cliffs to the Aman 
below. They were spread out along the gravel bar that nearly spanned the river, splashing and 
cavorting like children. Which a number of them practically were. 


Lalli didn't open his eyes or speak when Emil walked up to him and sat himself at the edge of 
the bridge, looking down over the large drop from railroad tracks to the riverbed far below. 
Emil was sure that Lalli must have heard him, must have felt the vibrations in the boards, but 
the silence stretched around them. It had been doing that lately. 


Emil let out a small sigh, so quiet under his breath that even Lalli wouldn't hear it. He knew 
Lalli was frustrated with him and the whole situation. Emil had tried to offer him an out: he'd 
tried reassuring the mage that he wouldn't say a word of protest if Lalli was finding the 
burden too much. It only seemed to have made things worse. 


But then what was I supposed to do? Tell him it's a command and that he has no choice but to 
do things my way? Order him to stop, and make everyone work in the normal Swedish style, 
even if that won't get us to Sveg? Like his pride would let either one of us live with that... 


Lalli was a wonder to Emil in a hundred different ways, but that didn't make Emil blind. He 
knew that if he told Lalli that he couldn't or wouldn't rely on Lalli's ability as a mage to 
single-handedly keep every soul on the project safe, Lalli would be furious. His pride 
wouldn't let him back down once he'd committed himself to the task. So Lalli continued to 
endlessly patrol the line each day. He continued to sit out with them every night as the 
growing crew worked until night fell—and night fell later and later each day. They could 
easily work till nine in the evening now before losing the light. 


Reaching out, Emil hesitated a moment and then slipped his fingers through the loose strands 
that had fallen from Lalli's messy ponytail. The mage remained perfectly still, at least 
tolerating the touch even if he didn't give any sign that he welcomed it. That was enough. 
Relief surged through Emil for the moment. It wouldn't have been surprising for Lalli to slap 
his hand away. When he was in a foul mood, he could still be as prickly as he'd been when 
they first met. 


"Wanna head back to the camp?" Emil asked softly, feeling almost afraid to break the fragile 
peace. 


Lalli gave a small jerk of his head, rejecting the idea. Emil glanced toward the river again. 
"Don't want to leave the kids out here without you?" 


The silence was answer enough. Emil sighed again and ruffled Lalli's hair. "Fine then. But 
that means I'm rounding them all up and sending them back to camp in the next half hour, 
because this break is meant for you as well." 


"Right." 


The small word was quiet, but it was enough for Emil to know that Lalli was acknowledging 
what he'd said and not protesting any further. And Lalli let his head fall to the side so that his 
face rested on the back of Emil's hand, skin touching skin. The sunlight shone down on them, 
glittering off the winding river that cut through the valley diving beneath them. From up on 
the bridge, the shouts and chatter of the cleansers below was no more than a pleasant din, an 
indistinct soundtrack to a quiet slice of time that felt—if only for length of a heartbeat—like 
the days they had spent together in Ostersund. Like the life they were meant to have. And 
Emil knew that he would keep fighting for it. 


The whistles came from out of the blue. At first Emil couldn't tell that they weren't simply the 
ringing in his ears, echoes of the sharp cries of the axe biting into the hard wood before him. 
But they grew louder rather than fading between swings. He turned and looked back in the 


direction of the other cleansers. He was working at the end of the line again, hoping to keep 
pushing even a little farther each day into the wilderness, and the closest trio was a dozen 
meters to the south. 


Once his axe was still, the whistling kept echoing across the scrub in rhymthic swells. Two 
high notes, quick and sharp. Less than a second later, two more. 


Emil spun on his heel, catching his axe by the neck and shoving it into the halter that he had 
slung across his shoulder even as his eyes went to his old nag. She was grazing a few meters 
away, and Emil sprang toward her, grabbing hold of the lines and hauling himself up into the 
saddle with a grunt. The whistles were still spreading, like ripples from a rock dropped in a 
still lake. He saw the nearest Finns looking about, abandoning saws and equipment as they 
began streaming back toward the train tracks. He was relieved to see some hurrying over to 
the nearest groups of Swedish cleansers and trying to drag them along by force. 


"Fall back to the tracks!" He called as he rode past, hoping his young cleansers would hear 
him and that the Finns could wrangle them if not. "Leave anything that won't serve as a 
weapon, and fall back toward the camp!" 


The signal wasn't one they'd gone over in those first days in the field. Emil had assumed that 
the general signal for danger would be all they would ever need, and they hadn't even used 
that so far. Lalli had always been so ready for any incursions that they didn't need to use it. 
He normally had time to warn those in the immediate area and get together a handful of 
cleansers to follow him into the woods and deal with any creature before it could get close 
enough to warrent an alarm. As often as not, he was aware of threats so far in advance that he 
had time to canter down to find Emil and ask if he wanted to be present to oversee things or 
not. 


But this was different. The insistent pattern of two quick high notes was more than just a 
heads-up. It meant something so bad that everyone should retreat to a single safe location 
where they would be able to better defend themselves. It wouldn't be just a beast or troll. A 
pack of several, perhaps, or a giant or two. Or worse. And somewhere, wherever the danger 
was originating from, he would find Lalli. Emil already knew that as he galloped onward, 
shouting rushed instructions to the Swedish cleansers he passed and trusting that the Finns 
knew well enough what to do with themselves. 


He counted the trios as he rode south. Nine, twelve, fifteen, eighteen. Then the crowds 
moving south and the crowd hurrying north met, and he had reached the clump of wary 
cleansers at the center of the line. They were circled around the "camp," though it was not 
much more than a pile of bags and equipment in one heap yet. There was a temporary shelter 
set up to provide cover over the cooking women as they worked on lunch. In the middle of 
the crowd, he spied Tuuri's ash blond head. 


Two of his trios should have been here with her, helping with the move. That left four more 
trios somewhere along the line. He scanned the numbers straggling toward the camp from the 
south, counting off each set of faces as he recognized them. There...and there... Two more... 
One more... Then they were all accounted for. The Finns would look after themselves. He 
couldn't communicate with any of them, even if he wanted to ask them whether they had all 
their numbers. He needed to find Lalli. 


Bringing his horse about, he turned back in the direction he'd come from. "Eva! Lars!" His 
two lieutenants' heads snapped up, making them easy to pick out in the crowd. "Confirm your 
crews' numbers, then set up defenses. We need the generator up and running, fences set ten, 
fifteen, and twenty." His eyes swept the scene again, looking for Tuuri where he remembered 
seeing her shock of pale hair. She was still nearby, and he called out to her. "Tuuri, you know 
where all the equipment is. Help them, will you? Then interpret for Teemu and your crews so 
that everyone is ready for whatever's coming." 


She nodded from across the distance separating them, her face tight as she strapped on a 
mask. She looked so small among the crowd of sweaty cleansers, some stumbling around 
trying to dig through the daily pile of luggage to pull out more weapons while others stood 
frozen in place, looking lost. "You're going to find him?" she called out, her words carrying 
over all the heads. Emil gave a short nod, already tugging the reins in his hand to turn south 
once again. When he did, he came face-to-face with someone already rushing into his path, 
nearly colliding with his horse. The old nag danced to side, snorting, and her annoyance was 
nothing compared to Emil's own. 


"Move, Elis!" he snapped, trying to direct the horse around the man who had planted himself 
right in the way. 


"Are you going to help Lalli?" the dark-eyed man asked, his earnest face creased with worry. 
"There's something out there, isn't there? Shouldn't some more of us come?" 


Emil grit his teeth. "I'm going so that I can drag Lalli back to the camp, because I'm sure he's 
out there trying to buy us all time by holding whatever it is back. The rest of you should be 
here and ready to face whatever might be coming after us." 


He pressed his heels into the nag's side, urging her on past the former classmate that he 
hardly remembered from his schooldays. Elis not only didn't take the hint—he went so far as 
to reach up and grab the horse's bridle, holding Emil in place. "You two might get 
overwhelmed alone, and the project can't afford to lose you both. Plenty of us would be 
willing to help. So let us come with you." 


"Fine!" Emil practically shouted the word. "Bring as many as you want. But you don't have a 
horse, so good luck keeping up on foot. I'm not waiting." 


He shouldn't be acting like this. He was in charge of the lives of all these men and women. 
He should be making sure the camp was in order and prepared before he rushed off. But why 
do I have lieutenants if I can't depend on them to take care of things when I can't? And Teemu 
knows how to handle his cleansers. And Tuuri is better than I am anyway at thinking things 
through and making strategies. 


But who else is going to go save Lalli? 


The truth that was clamoring inside him, which was perfectly obvious to him if it somehow 
wasn't yet to everyone else around him, was that he would choose Lalli's life over his position 
without a moment's hesitation. He would choose Lalli over the dozens of lives he was 
responsible for here, if he had to. But he knew that Lalli would give his own live to protect 


those same people. That self-sacrificing loyalty seemed to be as natural to Lalli as breathing 
—while Lalli was as necessary to Emil as the air itself. 


"Lalli?" he asked of the closest Finnish cleansers. They knew what he was asking, and 
several arms lifted at once, all pointing off to the south. That was enough for Emil, and he 
kicked his heels into the old nag's side, driving her forward with a sharp cry. 


Cantering alongside the railroad tracks, Emil's eyes scanned the ravaged land. Felled trees 
littered the area, stabbing upward at strange angles where they had fallen upon their brethren. 
Fitting his fingers into his mouth, he whistled a request for location: one low note, one longer 
and higher. He pulled his nag up short, not wanting to miss a response if it were too faint to 
hear over her heavy hoofbeats. There was only silence. He tried again, putting every last bit 
of air in his lungs into the signal. Still there was nothing. Did that mean that Lalli was too 
busy to respond, desperately fighting off whatever had caused him to first raise the alarm? Or 
did it mean that Emil was already too late? 


It can't be. I would know. Somehow I would know if anything happened to Lalli. The sun 
couldn't just keep shining, the world couldn't just keep going on like before, if Lalli wasn't in 
it. 


Emil strained his ears, hoping for some hint which direction he should go. Shouldn't there be 
some sound of a scuffle? There ought to be some sign that Lalli was somewhere 

fighting alone for all of their sakes. He was just lifting his arm to try another whistle when 
there was an unmistakable response—immediately eclipsed by someone shouting his name. 


"Emil!" 


"Damn it, Elis!" Emil spun around in the saddle, slashing through the air with a furious wave. 
"Be quiet!" 


He'd heard the sound for just a moment. It had been a short signal, as it had to be. A quick 
scale that climbed from a low pitch to a high pitch in hardly a second. Its meaning: Stay 
away. Emil had no intention of obeying, but he hadn't been able to tell which direction it 
came from exactly with Elis shouting at the same time. He whistled again a request for 
location, but there was no answer. Lalli had given his message. He probably wouldn't signal 
again even if he could. He would know it would give Emil the chance to figure out where he 
was. 


As the complete lack of response taunted him, Emil tried to ignore the noisy group of 
cleansers that were drawing up right behind his horse. They were a cacophany of heavy 
bootfalls, crackling twigs, and labored breathing. He glanced back again at them, dimly 
surprised to realize there were so many. At least a dozen had come running, as many Swedes 


as Finns, and they formed a clump around Elis. And he was still looking up at Emil 
expectantly. 


Expecting what exactly? How am I supposed to know where to go when you shouted over the 
only clue I had to go on? 


Emil managed to rein in his annoyance, and he bit out, "Lalli's still somewhere farther to the 
south. If you're coming, then let's go." Then he drove his nag onward with a sharp dig of his 
heels. 


The cleansers jogged along behind Emil as he kept his horse to a contained trot. He wanted to 
push her as fast as the old girl could go, but he didn't have a direction to point her in—other 
than south. What if he went right past where Lalli might be fighting, without even realizing 
it? He was pretty sure the whistle he'd heard had come from the west, so he kept to that side 
of the tracks, straining his ears for any sound of a fight. But all he could hear was the small 
crowd beside him. 


They shuffled onward down the line, the midday sun as cheery and false as a lie. The new 
cleansers were getting more spooked the farther they went without any hint of Lalli. Emil 
could tell it without even looking behind himself. Their fear rose off of them like a stench, 
and Emil felt the hair on the back of his neck standing on end. He didn't know what he would 
do without Lalli in his life. It was inconcievable. But what on earth would the rest of them 
do, without Lalli to rely on for this project? 


"This way, right?" 
The question jolted Emil out of his bleak thoughts. "What?" 


Elis gestured farther to their right. "We should probably head farther west now, don't you 
think?" 


"Farther west." Emil repeated stupidly. 


"That way," the other cleanser said, holding his arm out and pointing away from the tracks. 
"Right?" 


"I don't—did you hear something?" 


Elis seemed confused by Emil's confusion. "Did I?" He seemed to be asking himself rather 
than Emil. Then he shook his head. "I don't know! But I know it's that way!" 


There was no time. If Elis was right, then every moment they wasted was another that Lalli 
spent alone fighting off whatever had caused him to trigger a full withdrawal. But if he was 
wrong, they could waste even more time heading in the completely wrong direction. Emil 
twisted the reins in his hands. "You're sure?" 


Jaw clenched, Elis gave a jerky nod. "I'm sure." 


"Then lead the way." Emil swallowed, praying to Lalli's gods even if he didn't know all their 
names that this was the right decision. "And, Elis? Run." 


Emil's steady horse picked her way through the woods, spurred onward time and again by 
Emil's heels. He watched Elis dash and stumble through the brush in front of him, and he 
urged the old nag ahead every few steps if the other man put more than a couple meters 
between them. The train tracks were out of sight, and still there was no sign of Lalli. The sick 
lump of fear in Emil's throat had grown too big to swallow past. Part of the reason why he 
didn't dare open his mouth to suggest they should turn back was because he couldn't 
guarantee he wouldn't be ill if he did. 


The trees stretched on in rows, but like so many of Sweden's forests, they stood like evenly 
spaced sentinels which you could see between for meters and meters. Emil strained his eyes 
as he scanned the area. Shouldn't they be able to see something of Lalli by now? 


Kicking into the horse's sides once more, Emil cantered up to Elis. "You said you were sure," 
he muttered. "If that was a mistake, Elis, just say so now and—" 


"I'm sure!" Elis whirled to stare at him, black eyes burning. The look would have silenced 
Emil even if Elis hadn't gone on in a rush to demand, "Can't you feel it? It's awful. There's 
something that way, and whatever it is, it's—it's—" He shuddered, his breath uneven. "If 
Lalli's out there, we've got to help him." 


His conviction only made Emil feel more sick. He cursed as he dug his heels sharply into his 
mare's sides, and he cursed again each time the horse's powerful legs struck the ground. 
Every jolt drove him farther forward and away from the straggling crowd and the protests of 
those left behind. "Damn it. Damn it! Damn it, Lalli!" 


And there—at last. A glimmer of motion between the still trees. It could have been a trick of 
the eye, but then there were more shadows flickering and moving. And then even more. How 
many are there? Emil leaned in, flattening himself against the nag to try to move even a little 
faster. A brief flash of ruddy light bloomed and then faded between the shadows. He's still 


fighting. 


Emil galloped onward, though the rest of the cleansers had been left dozens of meters behind 
him. Now the shadows were beginning to take recognizable form. Wolves. Or something that 
had once been wolves. They were about the right size and roughly the right shape, but they 
had a few too many legs. As he thundered closely, he saw their heavy jaws gaping open to 
reveal rows of glistening teeth, each about as large as the small daggers the Finns carried with 
them wherever they went. And in the middle of the prowling, snarling pack was an equally 
feral sight: Lalli with his own teeth bared, blood staining his lips and smeared across his face, 
brandishing his rifle butt like a club as his horse kicked out at every passing beast, its eyes 
rolling and showing a wild rim of white as it screamed shrilly. 


Shouting in wordless fury and fear, Emil barreled straight into the beasts, and his old nag, 
bless her, didn't balk or quail for a moment. They wheeled about, weaving between the 


slavering beasts and slamming into several with the solid flanks of the horse's hindquarters 
and sending them flying. She might have been old but his nag had been in service to the 
Cleansers' Corps for years. Without Emil even trying to direct her, she reared up and brought 
her front hooves down to smash the skull of the closest beast, then danced to the side to 
savage a second. Thighs burning, Emil did all he could stay atop the horse as she bucked. 


As soon all four hooves were back on the ground, she twisted about and galloped away from 
the horde—but only to break free from their midst, twist about, and come thundering back to 
try to bring devastation down once more. Snarls and roars filled Emil's ears, and his vision 
was a blurred wash of matted and rotten fur, the sweaty sheen of his horse's neck, bright 
shafts of sunlight, and lightning flashes of Lalli's magic. Emil couldn't even loose the axe 
from his back to try to add to the mayhem, needing both his hands to hold on to his horse, 
and he didn't dare jump off the nag. Getting trampled by one of the two horses seemed at 
least as likely as being overrun by the beasts. 


Another sound filtered through the din, and Emil realized it was the shouts of other men. The 

cleansers had caught up at last, and they crashed into the melee with axes and knives catching 
the light as they slashed and lunged. With the reinforcements here to distract the beasts, Emil 

could pause long enough to find Lalli once more. 


The mage turned and looked his way, eyes narrowed to slits and already losing focus. Then 
he was tilting in the saddle, sliding almost slower than seemed possible as he pitched over 
toward the ground two meters below. And Emil was leaping from the back of own his horse, 
throwing himself across the space separating them and crashing to his knees to catch Lalli's 
dead weight before he landed in a heap upon the trampled and gore-splattered soil. 


Chapter End Notes 


It's ALITINVE! 


Chapter 12 


But you're miles away, 

You're breaking up, you're on your own 

It's hard to take, 

I need an hour just to say hello 

And I can't make the truth of this work out for you or me 


- Scars, James Bay 


12 EMIL 


There was a silverly gleam beneath the heavy lids of Lalli's eyes, but they didn't even flutter 
as the mage's head lolled backward. Emil lowered the limp body gently to the ground then 
stood, pulling his axe out with his right hand as he struck the backside of Lalli's monstrous 
horse with a sharp slap from his left. The stallion reared and dashed away, and at least Emil 
was freed from having to worry about the creature stomping on Lalli where he was crumpled 
on the ground. Standing over the Finn protectively, Emil hefted his axe and surveyed the 
scene before him. 


He hadn't had the chance to really process it when he'd first crashed into the battle, but now 
he saw how much Lalli had done on his own. Four of the beasts were either immobile or 
dragging themselves lamely across the ground thanks to Emil's mare, and the cleansers were 
now surrounding the rest, two or three humans to each of the former wolves. But the area was 
littered with unmoving corpses. There easily had to be seven or eight of them that Lalli had 
taken down first, though it was hard to tell amid the men and beasts spinning and scrabbling 
around Emil in a storm of motion, noise, and gore. 


Whenever the fighting drew close to him, Emil swung his axe out to either land a blow or at 
least drive the foe back, his feet never straying more than a step away from Lalli's still form. 
One by one, the mix of Finnish and Swedish cleansers struck down the beasts. It was messy 
and and uncoordinated, several of the men and women falling as they were struck down by 
the infected creatures and, once or twice, by one another's wild swings. But most kept getting 
back up until, at last, the only movement left in the shadowed forest was the heaving of their 
chests as they all stared in disbelief at the carnage and tried to catch their breath. 


In the end, no one had died and only two of the cleansers had been injured so badly that they 
couldn't easily walk back to the camp. Emil commanded that they be put on his old mare. 
Lalli had been hoisted up atop his black horse, arms and legs hanging limply along the 
stallion's flanks. It wouldn't suffer anyone else on its back, but it did allow Emil to lead it 
back toward the tracks. 


The rest of the ragtag group was able to walk on their own two feet. There were twelve of 
them in total. Most had abrasions from the beasts' teeth and a couple had bleeding arms or 
hands wrapped in the shirts they'd stripped from their backs, but at least their legs still 
worked. They made it back to the railroad tracks powered by the adrenaline still flooding 
their systems, but even that began to fail once they were out of the woods. The illusion of 
safety which seemed promised by that iron and wood path, leading directly back to where 
help waited, made every remaining step till camp feel that much heavier. 


No one spoke. The silence had hardly been broken once since their victory, crewmates 
mutely helping one another hold pressure on wounds or lending shoulders to lean on. Emil 
was aware in one part of his mind that he should say something to properly thank them for 
following after him, but he didn't know how to open his mouth yet without all his pent up 
fear and heartache spilling out of him. First he had to get Lalli back somewhere safe. 
Somewhere that they could rest, recover, and figure out what would happen next. 


When the first ripple of sound broke out in a murmuring wave, Emil lifted his head and 
looked along the tracks to see another group of cleansers coming south to meet them. They 
were about ten Finns, well outfitted with weapons held at the ready and not looking ready to 
lower them until they were sure any threat had passed. Emil managed to pry his dry lips apart 
to whistle the all clear, letting them know that the group was no longer under attack. 


The Finns picked up the whistle and repeated it, carrying it back toward the rest of the camp 
in a piercing trill that would bring comfort to their countrymen and women. Their grim faces 
didn't ease, but then again, they were Finns. At least they shouldered their weapons and 
hurried forward to help the stragglers limp back to camp. Emil's feet slowed, allowing the 
distance between him and the rest of the cleansers to grow. Their voices grew dimmer as they 
moved away, and Emil leaned his forehead against the sweat-drenched neck of the black 
stallion, his nose brushing against the familiar weave of Lalli's tunic as he tucked his face 
against the bony shoulder beneath it and gave himself a few moments to fall quietly to pieces. 


No regular work was done for the rest of that day. They made it back to the camp, where the 
victorious cleansers were welcomed by their friends with shouts and laughter. Relieved 
chatter sprung up again almost as quickly as the panic had earlier spread, while the camp 


doctor bustled about triaging the injured and then beginning to clean and bind wounds. Lalli 
remained unresponsive, but Emil knew by now not to panic over such a spell. He knew as 
well as any Finn that expending too much spiritual power in one go took the very spirit from 
a mage and that nothing but time could bring them back. 


So when the doctor said something about wanting to send Lalli down to the hospital in Mora, 
Emil insisted that she should see to the injured cleansers instead. He made Lalli comfortable 
himself, washing the blood from his face and hands and tucking a blanket carefully around 
him, all the way up to his pointy chin. Tuuri wasted no time finding them, and she crouched 
beside Emil, peering down at her cousin with an unhappy but accustomed air. Once she was 
there, Emil made himself leave Lalli to address the rest of the cleansers. There were things he 
could and should do to help the others. Lalli was beyond his reach at the moment. 


For an hour, Emil had let himself abandon his duty, thinking only about saving Lalli, but with 
Lalli safe, he still had a job to do. The rest of the afternoon was spent directing small groups 
out to collect all of the equipment that had been left scattered along the line. They got things 
back in order to resume work the next day, in whatever way they could. Wherever he was, 
Emil reassured the young Swedes around him. This sort of thing happened in the field, but 
the fact that they'd come through it without a single loss was an incredible success. They 
were still doing great and these kinds of little hiccups were to be expected. Nothing out of the 
order. 


He met with Teemu, pulling Tuuri away from Lalli's side as well to help interpret, and they 
worked through their plans for how they would tackle the next day, assuming Lalli wouldn't 
be up or capable of watching the line even if he were. Together they reviewed the orthodox 
Swedish workflow until Teemu knew its ins and outs as well as Emil himself did. Then Emil 
stood beside Teemu and Tuuri as they explained it to the gathered crowd at dinner, making 
sure that everyone was ready for what would come on the morrow. 


When the sun had fallen and the camp was settled, though—when Emil had walked the camp 
and made sure everyone else was asleep and safe—then he let himself give in once more to 
personal desires. He slept that night beside Lalli on the odd chance that the mage might come 
back to himself sometime during the wee hours. But Lalli was still unconscious the next 
morning, and Emil made himself sit up and tuck the blanket they'd been sharing—still warm 
from his own body heat—tighter around Lalli, and then he walked away. 


He and the crew headed out into the field to keep work going. Emil hadn't been the only one 
unhappy about that fact. The younger Swedes didn't only want Lalli on his feet again to 
watch their own backs. They also seemed to be genuinely worried about him, coming by 
singly or in pairs to ask Emil if the mage was going to be all right. 


In the days that followed, progress was slowed to a fraction of what they'd become 
accustomed to. Without Lalli, they could only creep up along Helvetesfallet by using the 
traditional Swedish sytem: with one cleanser in each trio standing watch in turns while the 
other two kept sawing, hacking, and sweating under the summer sun. It reduced their 
manpower by a third when you looked at the numbers alone, but in practice it was even 
worse than that. The cleansers spooked easily at any sign of trouble, and it was hard to say 
who was worse: the inexperienced Swedes who were still getting used to working in 


uncleansed areas, or the visiting Finns who were unaccustomed to working without alert 
mages on watch. The evening shifts had also stopped, by unspoken agreement, without Lalli 
to warn them of any dangers that could lurk in the long shadows of night's gathering dark. 


Without Lalli. Emil had been forced to say the words dozens of times. Without Lalli, we've 
got no choice but to use the usual trio system. Without Lalli, you'll all have to be on alert. 
Without Lalli, it's too risky to spread so far along the line. 


Then there had been the words he'd only thought to himself. Without Lalli, this project is 
going to fail. Without Lalli, we're never going to make it to Sveg on time. Without Lalli, I 
don't even want to be doing this. 


Throughout all of this Lalli himself had remained unconscious, carted slowly north in one of 
the luggage wagons along with the tents and other supplies as the crew crept on at their 
reduced pace. After two whole days in a comatose state, everyone wondering when Lalli 
would wake up, Emil finally returned to camp one evening to learn that he had. 


He knew it as soon as he saw Tuuri waiting for him at the edge of the camp at the end of the 
day, bouncing on the balls of her feet and waving her arms excitedly. He didn't even wait for 
the words, jogging up to her and asking, "Where is he? At the sick bay?" 


Tuuri nodded and called after him, since he'd already taken off again with no more than a 
quick hand on her shoulder, "Try to convince him to take tomorrow off, too, if you can!" 


The regret that he' hadn't been there the moment Lalli had opened his eyes—that Lalli would 
have woken up alone without a hint that anyone had been pining for him every moment he 
spent asleep—was a heavy ball of lead in his stomach. But it was less important than the fact 
that Lalli was finally awake. 


Emil slid to a stop at the sick bay, which was what they'd dubbed the area that was set up 
each day for those recovering from relatively minor injuries of one sort of another. The two 
cleansers who had come back to the camp on the back of his horse after the attack—one with 
a broken ankle and the other with a gash on his thigh that had needed a large number stitches 
to keep from gaping open—had been sent down to the Mora to recover at the military 
hospital there. Those who needed small wounds dressed, though, or other daily injuries 
attended to, were left here. And here, sitting up and looking about as happy as a wet cat, was 
Lalli. 


He glanced up at the noise, and when he saw Emil, his sour expression flickered for a 
moment. He took in Emil's desheveled state, eyes moving from his head to his feet then back 
up again. "You look like a mess." 


His voice was raspy, and Emil wondered if it was just disuse or if Lalli had been been 
straining it with ceaseless spells as he'd tried to keep the wolf beasts at bay. Sinking down to 
sit beside the other man, Emil tried to quip, "Some of have been busy working, you know." 
He reached out to tuck Lalli's loose hair back behind his ear, probably utterly failing to look 
like a professional captain worried about a member of his crew. "Not that you'll be. Tuuri's 
already told me to remind you that you're on bed rest at least another day." 


There were a couple moments of silence between them, as Lalli looked down at his hands 
where they rested on his thighs. With eyes still averted, he asked, "Is that an order?" 


Emil hesitated, unsure if he should try to laugh the question off with a joke or if that would 
make things worse. It was becoming harder and harder to say anything to Lalli these days 
without second-guessing himself. "Does it need to be?" His eyes searched Lalli's blank face, 
and he smoothed a hand over the back of the Finn's head, his rough fingers tugging against 
that ash blond hair. "Is that what it would take for you to get some of the rest you need?" 
Emil kept his hand on the back of Lalli's neck, but he didn't get an answer. "Just...let yourself 
get better, Lalli. Then you can come back to work with the rest of us." 


Lalli somehow grew even more still, moving away from Emil without actually moving an 
inch. He'd said the wrong thing. He should have asked what Lalli wanted to do. He should 
have asked how Lalli felt. He should have told Lalli how sick he'd been with worry or how 
he'd worked himself to the bone the past two days, never rotating out onto watch with his 
trios because he knew that if he stopped swinging his axe, stopped moving and let his mind 
wander, it would have been unbearable to keep himself away from Lalli's side—but he hadn't 
said any of those things. 


"Get better so you can come back to me," he croaked, too late. "Not the crew. Not the project. 
Could you do that?" He could see that Lalli was listening, weighing his words. "I need you." 


Lalli thawed long enough to give a brief nod. Eyes sliding away to the side, he asked shortly, 
"Is there anything to eat around here? I haven't eaten in days." 


Emil scrambled to his feet, glad to have something he could do to help—and a way out of the 
awkward moment they'd found themselved mired in. "Of course! I'll go get something from 
the cooks. I'm sure they have dinner ready by now. I'll bring you something." 


He didn't wait for any response before he hurried away. His mind was already roiling as he 
tried to carefully plot what he ought to say when he got back to Lalli's side, weighing 
different ideas and discarding them. It had gotten so easy for that unhappy distance to spring 
up between them now. All it took was one wrong word. And each time it happened, it got 
harder to find enough right words to bridge it again. 


In his distracted state, Emil didn't pay any attention to the others making their way toward the 
food line until his shoulder knocked into someone walking in the opposite direction, head 
also down and mind apparently as distant as Emil's was. Emil stumbled back and blinked, 
seeing the other cleanser for the first time. "Matias!" 


The boy's hand flew to the bandages wrapped around his forehead, and he winced. Emil 
steadied him with a hand. "Sorry about that. Are you all right?" 


Matias nodded, swallowing nervously. He'd been perpetually flustered since about the first 
moment Emil had met him, standing outside the northern gate out of Orsa and worried that 
he'd be punished for letting Lalli out alone into the wilderness beyond the fences. But his 
timid manner had grown even worse since that first town cleansing had gone wrong and he'd 
taken the large gash that now marred his face. 


"Off to see the doctor?" Emil asked. "Going to get those stitches out soon?" As nervous as the 
younger cleanser was, talking to him was easier than talking to Lalli at the moment, though it 
shouldn't have been so. 


Nodding again, Matias finally managed to say a few words. "She said maybe next week." 
Then he looked up and asked, "Is it true that...Lalli's awake?" 


Word must have spread quickly around the camp. Emil nodded more slowly, wondering if he 
should find some nice way to try to keep Matias from going to the sick bay just now. Lalli 
had been smarting about "letting" Matias get injured since it had happened. The incident had 
only made the mage even more single-minded in his efforts to keep every last cleanser safe, 
no matter what it took. Emil had seen how he avoided looking at that bandaged face 
whenever he could, even if no one else might notice. 


Emil had to find a way to convince Lalli to stop pushing himself so hard, and Lalli being 
confronted with Matias's scars right before he tried to do so would probably kill off the 
already slim chance Emil had for success. 


"W-would it be all right if I talked to him?" 


Emil glanced up at the earnest face in front of him, crossed by white gauze. Matias had given 
him the opening, so did he dare take it? Emil decided he did. 


"Actually," Emil paused, watching Matias to see how he reacted, "it's pretty important that he 
gets rest now 1f we want him back up on his feet. Is there something you need to talk to him 
about urgently, or could it wait a day or two?" 


The sandy-haired cleanser wilted, quite as Emil had expected. He felt like he'd kicked a small 
animal. Which was especially ironic considering that Matias was half a head taller than he 
was. Even with his large lanky frame, there was something childlike about the young man 
that made it hard to get too annoyed at his nervous manner. Emil made himself smile 
encouragingly as he asked, "You can always talk to me, if it would help?" 


Matias shoved his hands in his pockets, but Emil could still tell that he had them balled up 
tightly. "I just wanted to apologize to him." 


"You wanted to apologize to him? " Emil repeated dumbly. "Did you do something to him?" 


"No! I mean, I hope not." Matias' shoulders hunched even higher. "But maybe? I never got 
the chance to talk to him after...after Tallhed. And I wanted him to know that I-I don't think it 
was his fault." He stumbled over the words, and they were barely out of the young man's 
mouth before he tried to snatch them back. "That's not—of course it's not his fault. I didn't 
mean to suggest that anyone was saying it was his fault. It was my fault. I should've known 
better..." 


He trailed off, and Emil realized he needed to say something. Giving Matias an awkward pat 
on the shoulder, he countered, "How could you have known better? It was your first time 
doing that kind of recon in the field!" 


Matias shook his head glumly. "No. I had a bad feeling about that building. I should've 
listened to my gut." 


"Well, you were nervous!" Emil retorted. He looked over the cleanser's shoulder toward the 
cooks' station, where they were doling out dinner. His mind was already far from whatever it 
was Matias was saying. Lalli was waiting for him to bring something back. In his 
imagination, Emil had already arrived back with a dish full of steaming food that would 
inspire Lalli to smile and remember how good things had been before this project. 


Then the words sank in, and it was like a bell ringing in his ears. A bad feeling. That was 
what Elis had said when they'd gone after Lalli, and suddenly an impossible idea blossomed 
in Emil's mind. 


At last he had something he could say to Lalli when he returned to him. It was surely 
impossible, but maybe more impossible ideas were what they needed now. They were already 
pushing the boundaries of what was possible or practical. But would Lalli listen and consider 
the idea without getting even angrier at him for suggesting something so fantastical and 
unlikely? Was he grasping at straws or was this a real chance? 


Emil dragged his gaze back to Matias, and he peered straight into those worried brown eyes. 
"You did a great job for your first time, Matias. I want you to know that. Don't beat yourself 
up over what happened out there or worry too much about what you could have maybe done 
different. You did what you could, and you're here to tell the tale." That should be enough for 
now. "So talk to Lalli about it later, when both of you have had a bit of time to heal up. But 
maybe let him rest tonight. All right?" 


With one last clap on the shoulder, Emil managed to disentangle himself without even 
knowing what he was saying. Those empty reassurances didn't matter. What mattered was 
that he find a way to convince Lalli to listen to him. Then everything would sort itself out. 
Lalli would get better, and once he did, things between them would get better as well. They 
had to. 


Chapter 13 


Tried to keep you close to me, 
But life got in between 

Tried to square not being there 
But think that I should've been 


- Hold Back the River, James Bay 


13 LALLI 


Lalli sat heavily on the ground, head bowed over his knobby knees. The camp was abuzz 
with distant noise, but luckily it was centered around the dining space, and he was well 
hidden from it, tucked away on the far side of the doctor's tent. So far no one else had come 
to bother him, whether because they hadn't spotted that he was up or because they just didn't 
dare. He should probably retreat to his own tent—he and Emil's tent—before anyone worked 
themselves up to approaching him. But he lacked the energy to make the move. 


It had taken him two days to recover enough to even rouse himself from the dream world. He 
couldn't remember the last time he'd needed more than a solid 12 hour's sleep to recover from 
magical exhaustion. Perhaps not since the days of the expedition. Surely it was the first time 
since Denmark that he'd seriously wondered if he would survive a fight. 


As he'd wrung every last scrap of power from himself in that battle, he'd heard Emil 
signalling to him. And hearing that whistling, knowing that it must be Emil and that he hadn't 
been forgotten or abandoned, he'd been satisfied with the thought of fighting alone until he 
fell. At least he would fall protecting those he loved. At least it would mean rest at last. 


But he had survived the fight, and now that Lalli was faced with the thought of going back to 
the same grueling days as before, he was...exhausted. He felt like a piece of hide stretched 
and scrapped till it could be seen through. One sharp hit, and he would tear into pieces, 
shredded beyond all use. 


A long sigh slipped out of him as he stared at his empty hands. And of course he'd been 
distant toward Emil when he should have found some way to let him know how much it had 
meant when he'd seen Emil gallop up to help him fight the beasts. Even after he'd signalled 
for Emil to stay away, the brave, determined fool had come anyway. He should have said 
something about how relieved he'd been to wake up and find the camp still bustling on, safe 
and whole, and to know that he hadn't failed to protect their crews. That still mattered to him, 


despite it all. But the words were so hard to force out, especially past the wall of resentful 
noise that filled his mind every time he thought about facing the endless days of fatigue and 
stress once more, the work ready to pull him right back down into his misery now that he was 
awake again. 


He wanted to take the day off that Emil had ordered him to. He wanted to take a week off. He 
ached for rest, and even two days of unconsciousness hadn't been enough to refill his 
reserves. But more than any of that, he wanted it all to be over with. And the more time he sat 
around resting, the longer the project would drag on. He just had to keep his head down, not 
look to either side or search for any hope of escape, and keep soldiering forward on this path 
that he and Emil had bound themselves to. 


A familiar pair of boots stepped into the edge of his field of vision, then a pair of knees as 
Emil squatted down beside him. With a commiserating smile, the captain offered a bowl of 
steaming soup. "Let's start with this, and maybe we'll even work our way up to the 
extravagance of some hard bread." 


Lalli's mouth quirked up with hollow amusement, a ghost of a smile that flickered out as soon 
as it had appeared. He wanted to respond to the unassuming understanding in Emil's sky blue 
eyes. It was just so hard to hold onto anything good these days. He was too tired to even keep 
happiness from slipping through his fingers. 


Accepting the bow], Lalli held it on his lap for several moments before he managed to mutter, 
"Thank you." 


"Anytime." 
It took another second or two to wrestle out: "Not just for the soup. I mean for—" 


"I know." Emil ruffled his hair affectionately, rocking Lalli's head about with both hands 
before leaning in to rest their foreheads together a moment. His breath was warm on Lalli's 
face. "Anytime. And every time." 


Emil sat back, looking inordinately pleased over the small moment of contact, and somehow 
Lalli had not spilled the bowl of soup all over his legs. His heart was thudding heavily against 
his ribs. Emil still wasn't giving up on him. "Thanks," he said again, even softer yet. 


The bowl of soup felt about as heavy as a iron pot in his hands. He was so weak after the 
days of sleep. Looking down at the food instead of at Emil, Lalli scooped up a spoonful of 
the glistening broth, dotted with swollen grains and shreds of some sort of meat or another. 
He sipped cautiously, his stomach growling, and a slight tremor in his hand sent some of the 
soup sloshing back into the bowl. 


Emil sat himself on the ground and looked out over the camp, starting a one-sided 
commentary on what had happened after Lalli had first signaled danger. He described how 
the crew had responded admirably to the warning and how the other cleansers had insisted on 
coming along to aid him. While he did, Lalli carefully swallowed spoon after spoon of the 
hearty soup, the shaky weakness in his arms replaced over time by the warmth that came 
from a belly full of hot food. 


When the bowl was empty, Emil lifted it from Lalli's grasp and smoothly replaced it with a 
round of hard bread. Lalli took slow bites from the bread as the monologue moved on to how 
they'd gotten through the past few days without a mage, the Swedes and Finns alike adopting 
the more traditional Swedish trio system. It was told in an easy manner, no blame or need to 
respond as Lalli methodically chewed, one small mouthful at a time. Once they'd caught up 
to that very afternoon and how Emil had returned to the camp to find that Lalli had woken 
up, the other man pushed himself up and brushed the dirt off his pants. 


"I'll take the bowl back to the cooks. Do you want anything else just yet?" Lalli shook his 
head mutely, and Emil nodded once. "Okay, then can you wait here for me to come back? Or 
I can walk you over to the tent first." 


Lalli hesitated the length of a few heartbeats. "I'll get myself back," he said, his voice soft and 
still rough with disuse. 


His eyes slid to the side, avoiding the other man's face so that he wouldn't have to see if Emil 
looked hurt. But Lalli had to buy himself even a little more time. He wanted to keep putting 
off the fight he felt sure would find them once they were alone in that small tent, as soon as 
there was no one else around to witness how they were tearing themselves apart. 


Things seemed all right now, here in the bright daylight of the camp, where all the curious 
eyes would keep Emil from pushing Lalli too hard. But Lalli didn't trust it. The ugliness was 
still there, crouched between them like a beast lurking in the brush. Sooner or later, Emil 
would insist that this latest disaster was proof that Lalli had to stop pushing himself so hard. 
Once they were alone, Emil would try to ply Lalli with warm hands and gentle words that 
would send cracks running through his resolve, and then Lalli would lash out and they would 
be repeating the same well-tread arguments they had repeated so many times already. 


Or else it would be one of those nights when Emil wouldn't say a thing about stopping, and 
that would be even worse. Because every time that Emil stood silently by and allowed Lalli 
to damn himself to this misery without trying to step in and keep him from destroying 
himself, Lalli hated Emil just a little. And hating Emil hurt even worse than loving him ever 
had. 


Lalli squeezed his eyes shut, trying to push the thoughts away. "Get yourself dinner," he 
suggested. "I'll be fine on my own." 


There was no answer, and he looked up at last. Emil was still standing before him, a sad 
smile playing across his face. There was a corresponding pang in Lalli's own chest. It was all 
so stupid and awful, and he hated what it was doing to them, and he should tell Emil that he 
thought so that instant. But he didn't. Because saying the words aloud couldn't change 
anything. 


"Okay, Lalli," Emil agreed at last, giving him exactly the space that he'd asked for, and regret 
swamped Lalli as he watched Emil take the empty dish and walk away with it. It was just that 
he had to get away from how badly this all hurt. Did Emil understand that? Lalli only wanted 
to push away the pain. But he didn't know how to do that without pushing away Emil along 
with it. 


In the end, Lalli had forced himself to begin moving. It had been a slow process, with a long 
pause on his knees and then weaving a few moments when he finally gained his feet. His first 
steps were shuffling, his muscles stiff and aching like an old man's. But the motion warmed 
his body, and the memory of how to walk came back to him by the time he made his way to 
the tent he assumed must belong to him and Emil. It was in the far northwest corner of the 
camp that they'd favored since they'd gotten the gift from Tuuri, and he gingerly lowered 
himself back to the ground and crawled inside to find—to his relief—his own familiar bag 
leaning against Emil's rucksack. 


Falling onto his back on the thin sleeping mat, Lalli let one arm rest over his eyes as he 
savored the privacy and tried to collect his thoughts. He sighed, rolling onto his side and 
burying his face in the lumpy camp pillow that smelled of Emil. Lalli rubbed his face in that 
familiar spicy scent, all the comfort of Emil without any of the complication. How was Lalli 
going to face him again? Should he be the one to insist—before Emil even tried to speak— 
that he was ready to return to work? Would he insist that it was fine he'd nearly thrown his 
life away against that pack of beasts, because he didn't know how to justify the hell that every 
day had become if it wasn't at least for some worthy cause, like ensuring that not a single 
cleanser was lost on this project? Should he insist that nothing needed to change...even 
though he hated the very thought? 


And for what? 


Neither of them wanted to admit that they saw the truth standing right before their eyes, but it 
was still there: someone was going to die if they continued like this. They'd just proven that. 
Lalli had nearly thrown his life away, and with it, the life that he'd once wanted to share with 
Emil here in Sweden. And if he'd fallen there, before getting all the beasts, those creatures 
might well have raced onward to tear through the camp anyway. It would have all been for 
nothing. 


If they were going to fail no matter what, it would be better to fail without anyone else's 
blood on his hands. 


Did he finally have to admit that he couldn't make it work? If they let go of this chance they'd 
managed to grasp, and gave up on reaching Sveg this season, at least they would probably 
both still be alive after the summer. Then they could try to pick up the pieces and see if they 
could find some other way to be together. He could go back to his forests for a while and find 
peace and rest there. And when the year drew to a close, he would come to Sweden again, 
and they would share another dream-like jul together. 


Only Lalli wasn't sure if it would be the same, with the bitterness of this failure trapped 
between them. And even if it was somehow still as wondrous as it had been last year, it 
would end with another good-bye. And this time, without any idea how long they were 
saying good-bye for. If Lalli went on working in Finland, would he be able to take off time to 


visit during the summer season? Would he even be able to go to where Emil was, if Emil 
were assigned to some regular cleansing mission? It was no kind of solution. There was no 
solution to this disaster. 


He still had his face buried in the pillow and his mind crawling in circles when his sharp ears 
picked up the sound of approaching footfalls. Lalli propped himself up on an elbow and 
looked over his shoulder toward the flap of the tent in time to see Emil duck inside. He 
opened his mouth, still without knowing what it was he would say, but when Emil lifted his 
head and saw Lalli alert and staring back at him, he got the first word in. 


"Hey, you're still awake. I thought you might've already fallen asleep again." 


Lalli shook his head, lips pressed back together, unsure what direction the conversation 
would take now. As Emil sat himself gingerly at the end of the sleep roll and looped his arms 
around his knees, hugging them to himself, Lalli guessed that Emil might be equally unsure. 


Exhaling slowly, Emil glanced at his face. "Look, there's something I..." He stopped himself. 
"I mean, if you're not too tired. Are you up to talking right now? I should've asked." 


Lalli flopped onto his back, pulling his arm over his face and mumbling into the cloth 
covering it, "It's fine." He was always too tired these days. It wouldn't make any difference 
when they had this fight. 


"Okay, then... Here goes." Emil took a deep breath. "You know you can't go on like this. 
You're pushing yourself too hard." 


Lalli stiffened. So it's to be that argument again tonight. "And we've talked about this before 


" 


"I'm not asking you to stop." Emil's voice was so free from hesitation that Lalli fell silent. He 
waited, uncertain, for Emil to go on. "Or not exactly. I'm saying you need to get some help, or 
you won't be able to go on." 


This was new. New enough to jolt Lalli out making the defensive retort he'd already had at 
the ready, the well-worn arguments falling apart for a moment. Lalli blinked several times, 
then finally lowered his arm to meet Emil's gaze. "Get some help? From who?" 


The Swede was turning slightly pink, but he pushed on. "There might be someone who could 
help you." 


The confusion was growing more profound by the moment, and Lalli didn't understand what 
Emil was trying to get it. Did he think they could simply ask for another mage to be sent over 
from Finland? Emil wasn't stupid enough to forget that high summer was the busiest season 
there just as it was in Sweden. It wasn't like there were spare mages lying around in Keuruu 
waiting for a radio call. 


"I don't know if it means anything," Emil mumbled, before looking up with an unflinching 
gaze, "but Elis was the one who helped me find you." 


Lalli stared. Before Emil had gotten here, Lalli had been convinced that he knew exactly how 
the night would unfold. They'd been going in the same hurtful circles for weeks, and he knew 
every painful twist and bend of the conversation by heart. But for a moment, he was adrift in 
new territory. "Elis?" he repeated. 


Emil scooted closer. "I didn't know which way to go. You have no idea how..." He swallowed 
hard. "No matter how much I wanted to save you, Lalli, I had no idea how to find you. I was 
panicking. All I could think was that you could be out there somewhere fighting, or fallen, 
and I might never find you. Not even... Not even a body." Lalli felt as sick as Emil looked at 
the thought, which hadn't occurred to him before. "But Elis was the one who pointed us in the 
right direction. He said he could feel something bad, and...and he was right." 


Lalli didn't breathe, waiting for Emil to say something more. At last the shape of Emil's idea 
was becoming clear to him, and he wasn't sure if he dared see it for what it could be. 


"Maybe..." Emil rubbed the back of his neck, looking as though he was afraid to say 
something stupid. "I thought maybe he might be, you know...sensitive. Like you. Like a 
mage. Can Swedes have magic like that? Or other people? Obviously Elis has something else 
in him, too..." 


Could he? Lalli had met this Elis in passing, but the cleanser hadn't left much of an 
impression on Lalli beyond the mildly annoying fact that he had some sort of history with 
Emil and he was about as prone to gushing as Tuuri at her worse. It made it very tempting to 
insist that no, the Swede certainly did not have any magic. If Lalli admitted that he might, 
then he could be dooming himself to spending more time around the eager dimwit. 


"What exactly did he say?" Lalli asked at last, his voice flat and noncommittal. 


Some of the tension visibly seeped out of Emil's hunched shoulders. "Not much," he 
admitted. "But he was really insistent that something felt really awful. There's no way he 
could have heard your whistle, but still, he turned us away from the tracks at just the right 
place and led me directly to you. Unless that was just a really lucky coincidence..." 


It was hardly proof. It could have been chance. But if it wasn't—if this Swede had enough 
power to even be able to detect the presence of beasts and could be taught to pay attention to 
it—then it would be a whole lot better than nothing. "As far as I know, Swedes cannot have 
magic like mine," he slowly explained. Emil wilted, and Lalli nearly rolled his eyes. 
"Because my magic is Finnish magic. But the Norwegians have their own mages. The 
Icelanders do. I don't know of any reason that the Swedes or Danes couldn't, except that they 
refuse to believe." 


Emil scooted even closer again, his knees knocking against Lalli's. "So what do you think 
then? Worth trying to talk to him?" 


Lalli shrugged, not letting his expression change. "It should at least be checked out." 


This time Emil leaned forward to throw his arms around Lalli's shoulders, drawing them 
together in a loose tangle. "Does that mean now I can finally tell you how petrified I was 


during that attack and how unspeakably glad I am to have you back, talking to me and glaring 
at me and, yes, I see that, even rolling your eyes at me?" 


After a night that had gone easier than he'd imagined it could, Lalli spent the next day slowly 
getting ready to launch himself back into the rhythm of the project. Emil wouldn't let him 
"work," so after a late morning, Lalli spent the first hours of the morning walking around the 
camp, often with some sort of food in his hand, until the motion felt normal and easy again. 
He spent a long time stretching and working out his muscles from days of neglect. At lunch 
he was bombarded by young Swedes stopping by where he sat to tell him how great it was 
that he was awake. He nodded curtly at them, not engaging in conversation. But beneath his 
bored expression, there was a fierce little burn of pleasure. 


See, Major? he thought across the miles toward the woman who had let him into this little 
experiment and then apparently done nothing but stand aside and let Emil get raked over the 
coals for it. They all know they can rely on me. 


And if the pleasure he felt at being welcomed back by the camp was caused by anything 
softer or more personal than a keen pride in his work being valued, then Lalli would certainly 
be the last to admit it. So he accepted the congratulatory jostles and smiles from the Swedes, 
and the quieter words of the Finns who came by to clap his shoulder or praise the gods for 
providing them with a mage who was doing so much to look out for them despite being alone 
in this foreign land. 


The one cleanser Lalli was most curious about, however, did not come by to say even a few 
brief words. Lalli saw the one called Elis across the expanse of chattering groups. He was 
sitting with Tuuri, in fact, the two of them talking animatedly about something as Elis 
gestured wildly and Tuuri laughed into her hand. If he'd really been as bothered as Emil said, 
wouldn't he be interested in coming to talk to Lalli himself? Or could it be that he hadn't 
realized at all what it might mean that he'd had such a reaction? That might be, given how 
ignorant the Swedes were about spiritual matters. 


So in the afternoon, when most of the trios returned to the field, Lalli decided he would have 
to get closer himself. He found his horse tied up near the edge of the camp and gave the 
beastly thing an appraising look. "You did good," he told the brute in Finnish, still finding it 
easier to communicate with the animal in that language. "You managed to take out a few of 
those things, even if I took out more." The stallion snorted, stamping its hooves as it shuffled 
in place. "Ready to get back out there?" 


The black horse checked him so hard, swinging its large head into his shoulder, that Lalli 
nearly fell backward. Only grabbing the straps of its bridle kept him from losing his balance 
and landing on his butt in the dirt. He gave the horse a warning look, and it looked back with 
baleful brown eyes. "Fine. I won't insult your performance in the battlefield, and you won't 
knock me on my ass." He put his foot in the stirrup and swung himself up onto that high 


back. Then he spared the creature a pat as he leaned forward to speak into one of its ears, 
"Isn't it good we understand each other so well?" 


Lalli let the horse slowly wander along the railroad track as he watched the cleansers at work. 
It was odd to see so many of them standing around, hands shadowing their eyes as they 
peered around into the surrounding woods or arms crossed nervously. A number glanced at 
him, but whenever one did, Lalli was quick to look away and edge the horse onward. They 
weren't supposed to be relying on him to be back on watch yet. He didn't want them to get the 
wrong idea. 


When he reached the end of the line, he found Emil—quite as he had expected to. Emil had 
given up on simply patrolling the line in the first days of the project, instead throwing himself 
into the actual cleaning work, and he always kept himself at the farthest end of the long line 
of cleansers. Maybe he didn't like the thought of leaving anyone else farther out and more 
exposed than he was willing to put himself. Or maybe it was only his need to keep pushing 
even one meter farther, always a little farther, as he desperately tried to keep driving them 
toward Sveg. Either way, he did lower his axe and pause when he saw Lalli there. 


"What are you doing out here?" Emil was dripping sweat, more of his shirt wet than dry. As 
Lalli watched him, he wiped across his forehead with a bare arm, pushing the hair back from 
his flushed face. "You're not supposed to be working." 


"I'm not working," Lalli retorted. "I'm taking the horse for a stroll and observing." 


Emil grinned, their tentative accord from the previous night not yet broken this time. "Why 
don't you take your horse for a stroll back to camp and observe the dinner preparations then?" 


Lalli shrugged. He looked back along the line behind them. "I was thinking to check on that 
Swede. Elis." 


After a surprised blink, Emil's face bloomed into a smile as he realized that Lalli was taking 
his idea seriously. "I think I saw his trio on the east side of the tracks, if you missed them." 
Lalli nodded his understanding and wheeled the horse around, leaving Emil to pick up the 
sweat-slicked handle of his axe and get back to his own job. 


Returning back the way he'd come, this time he spotted the dark-haired cleanser he'd been 
halfheartedly looking for on his way north. He wasn't on watch in his trio, but instead 
attacking a tree with an axe. Lalli could tell that he wasn't that good at it. He'd seen the way 
Emil and other, more experienced cleansers made it look almost effortless, as if the axe was 
swinging itself and they were just holding onto it. Elis was obviously the one swinging his 
axe, forcing it into the wood through sheer effort and not skill. But he didn't give up or flag. 
He kept whacking at the tree, chipping away one small chip of wood at a time. 


Lalli watched him for a long time before the cleanser noticed him. So much for being 
observant. Then Elis startled so badly that the axe nearly slid from his grip. "Lalli!" he 
exclaimed, and Lalli felt his lips thin at the familiarity in his tone. Elis lowered his axe head 
to the ground and asked, "Can I help you with something?" 


Doubtful, Lalli thought to himself. But he had to at least try. "I heard from Emil that you 
helped lead him to the beasts that day." Elis's dark eyes were confused as he nodded slowly. 
Lalli tried not to grind his teeth in annoyance. "How?" he snapped. 


He watched as Elis's mouth flapped uselessly for a moment and was about to abandon the 
conversation as a terrible idea, but Elis spoke first: "I'm not sure really. It was just a feeling. 
But it was clearly coming from where we found you. It had a direction to it, like... You know 
how your frontside feels hot when you're standing in front of a fire while your back still feels 
cold? It was rather like that, but it wasn't hot. It was more like...like cold prickling needles." 


There was a prickling along Lalli's skin as well, though it wasn't inspired by the presence of 
any beasts. Maybe, just maybe, there was a chance that this could pan out to be something 
real. And so he didn't turn his horse immediately back to the camp but instead asked: "Would 
you like to know why?" 


Chapter 14 


Home now, end of the night 

It's colder to turn on your side 

And I know you're up in two hours 

But we didn't get tonight, we don't have tomorrow 
So don't ruin now. 


- Move Together, James Bay 


14 TUURI 


"So does your cousin hate me or what?" 


Tuuri looked upside down at Elis, who was kneeling at the foot of her bedroll as he pulled the 
latest batch of books from his bag. She lowered the novel she'd been holding up over her face 
as she stretched out on top of her blankets, head toward the entrance of her tent. Since Lalli 
had moved out to join Emil, she'd been steadily filling it with the volumes that Elis provided 
her, using his friends down in Mora to send these extra deliveries up the line along with their 
regular deliveries. Her opinion of him had begun to improve immediately as a result, and he'd 
become a regular visitor. 


Letting the book rest on her nose, she asked, "Did something in particular give you that 
impression?" It was hard to know without hearing more if Lalli might be acting antagonistic 
or if he was simply acting like Lalli. 


Elis frowned, his face twisted into a sour grimace. "He never smiles or thaws at all!" 
"Oh. Then no. That's just Lalli." She lifted the book again, figuring that should settle things. 


There was an audible sigh from Elis, and then a less noisy one from Tuuri. She let the book 
fall shut and rolled over on her stomach, propping her face on her hands since it seemed like 
the conversation couldn't be avoided. "Really, that's just Lalli. He doesn't exactly warm up to 
people." 


"What about Emil then?" Elis asked. 


Tuuri snorted. "What about Emil? I've seen Lalli punch Emil, curse him, and try to break his 
foot off by slamming a door on it. Is that what you'd like?" 


Elis chuckled, and Tuuri smiled to hear it. Then he corrected her, "I didn't mean that Lalli's 
different with Emil—I think that's pretty obvious to anyone with eyes. I was asking if you 
thought Emil had something against me." 


This time, it was a little harder to keep the bland expression on her face. Emil might 
legitimately be peeved at Elis, if only for the very unfair reason that Elis was getting to spend 
more time with Lalli recently than Emil himself did. 


It had all started a week ago, after Lalli had woken up from his little spell. Her cousin had 
gotten it in his head that Elis might just have the makings of a mage, or at least enough 
sensitivity to spiritual matters to be left out in the field as an extra troll detector. This Tuuri 
had found out when Elis had come to her, shellshocked, the evening after Lalli had dropped 
this fact on him. Probably without any preamble or explanation of what this might mean for 
the rest of Elis's life, knowing Lalli. 


Tuuri had clapped and congratulated him, then paused once she'd realized he didn't seem to 
excited about the idea. "What's wrong?" she had asked when the panic in his eyes showed no 
sign of dissipating. 


"I just can't believe—I mean, me? I-I've spent my life in libraries and dusty offices. I'm lucky 
I passed through my training as a cleanser without cutting off my own leg or something." He 
had shaken his head, looking for all the world like he'd just received some sort of terminal 
diagnosis. "There's no way I would survive doing...what Lalli does." 


The initial panic had slowly passed, though, as Elis spent the next few days learning that he 
was less likely to die by troll in Lalli's "mage training" than he was likely to simply want to 
die from being weighed, judged, and found wanting in Lalli's merciless eyes. Lalli was busy 
all day with his own duties, and Elis was still needed in the field for the cleansing, so their 
lessons were carried out in harried breaks during lunch and dinner, or during the evening 
pushes, which had started up again the second day that Lalli was back on his feet and which 


took place when Lalli was completely out of patience for the day. 


During the meals, Lalli gave dry, exacting daily lectures. From what Tuuri had heard, these 
had so far varied between topics as random as how to recognize the tracks of animals and 
beasts in the wilderness, what a runo was and how it was constructued, the classifications of 
common beasts, the wild spirits found in nature, how possession worked, and the many 
whistled signals used in Finland. In other words, whatever occurred to Lalli at the moment. 
Their haphazard nature wasn't as bad as the fact that he expected Elis to remember what he 
was told upon the first telling, grilling him with questions and growling in frustration when 
he failed to answer even half of them correctly. 


The way Elis told it, it was hard to decide if this part of his new life was worse or better than 
what followed dinner. During the evening shift, as Lalli sat watch and the other cleansers 
continued their crusade until night fell, the experienced mage put Elis's senses to the test. 
Over and over and over again. He sat against whatever tree he'd chosen for the night, 
exhausted and short of temper, and then Lalli sent Elis off in various directions. He would tell 
Elis to walk fifty paces to the north, or a hundred paces to the east, or thirty paces to the west, 
and see what he could sense. 


"I know he knows what's out there, and I'm sure he wouldn't send me straight into real danger 
on my own," Elis had confessed to Tuuri earlier that very evening, when he'd brought the 
latest satchel of books. "But that doesn't make it any less nerve-wracking to walk out into the 
Silent World entirely alone as night falls." Rightfully so, Tuuri had thought when she'd heard 
this, as she was a little less sure than Elis that Lalli woudn't send him straight into some solo 
beast. 


When Elis returned from this jaunts, apparently Lalli would demand a report of what 

he'd felt while he was out in the woods. Had he sensed anything? From which direction? Had 
it been stronger or weaker than the last excursion Lalli had sent him on? He would give little 
clue whether Elis's responses were correct or not, simply nodding and then sending Elis off 
again. 


Tuuri tucked her balled up fists beneath her chin, somewhat worried that Elis looked—if 
anything—even more discouraged now than he had when he'd first been told by Lalli that he 
might actually be a tiny bit magic. "Did Emil say something to you?" 


"It's more like the opposite?" Elis's mouth quirked up, his dark eyes crinkling in a pained 
smile. "It feels like he's going out of his way to not speak to me. It's like I'm invisible to him, 
though he talks to the other cleansers all around me. But that didn't happen before I started 
getting taught by Lalli." 


"Well," Tuuri looked up toward the roof of the tent and admitted, "that might not be your 
imagination." 


"But why?" 
She smirked a bit, unable to help it. "Really? You really can't guess?" 


Elis's face flushed. His tawny skin helped hide it, especially in the weak lantern light, but 
Tuuri had learned to recognize the signs by now. "I mean, I know they're very close," he 
hazarded. "But no matter how good of friends you might be, that's not really an excuse to be 
bothered by your friend spending time with someone." 


"No, it's really not, is it." Tuuri didn't even try to make it sound like a question, as she 
slowly tugged him toward the natural conclusion. 


"Then the two of them really are...?" he trailed off. 


Tuuri was relieved he wasn't as dense as he sometimes appeared. He'd figured it out on his 
own, even if he wasn't quite confident enough to say the words. She pinned him with a fierce 
look and asked, "Would you have a problem if they were?" 


"A p...problem?!" The cleanser stumbled over his words, clearly flustered. "Of course not! I 
didn't mean to imply that I—that they couldn't—of course it's fine! Why would it be a 
problem?" 


"Because it might look like some kind of favoritism if Emil tries to get Lalli hired by the 
Swedish Cleansers' Corps when everyone knows that they're not spending all those nights in 


their tent pounding out the best strategies to cleanse the Silent Lands?" 
"Oh " 


"Yeah, 'oh.' And they hardly had any time together already, and now you've come along and 
stolen Lalli for what little free time there might have been." She reached out to pat him on 
knee. "So now that you understand that, maybe try to cut Emil a bit of slack when he's being 
a pain. And I'll see what I can do about Lalli." 


It was nearly June. They were camped alongside a large lake, and that was where Lalli was 
currently sitting alone as dinner wrapped up. Tuuri strode toward him, hoping to steal a 
moment. She'd been keeping her eye on his interactions with Elis the past few days, since 
she'd promised she would. And that was why she'd seen the young cleanser called Matias go 
up to Lalli at dinner, flail about, wither under her cousin's glare, and then flee. He'd left 
behind a sour-looking Lalli and a flummoxed Elis, and she wanted to know why. 


When she got close, she found Lalli glaring out at the water as if it had personally insulted 
him in some way. It was unusual to spot him on his own like this these days. Whenever he 
wasn't weaving between the cleansers in the field, he had Elis trotting along after him in the 
camp. For half a second, she felt guilty for stealing the moment that could have belonged to 
Emil. But he was nowhere to be seen, and this was a perfect opportunity for her to press Lalli 
herself. 


Lalli kept his eyes fixed narrowly upon the water's surface even after she drew level with 
him. When she nudged him with an elbow and he finally glanced her way, he started slightly. 
Perhaps she wasn't the interloper he'd been expecting either. She was thrown for a moment by 
how tired he looked. She hadn't been this close to her cousin in weeks, or not for more than a 
moment or two in passing. The hollows beneath his cheekbones were more pronounced than 
they'd been since Denmark, and his eyes were dull and weary. 


"Hey," she said quietly. "Fancy meeting you here." 


Her cousin said nothing, unmoved by her attempt at breaking the ice. He turned back to the 
water and, if anything, looked even angrier at the lake. Tuuri changed directions, going 
straight for the point instead. "What did that cleanser say to you? Matias, right?" 


His eyes were so narrowed by now that it was questionable if he could see anything between 
the long lashes framing them. It almost physically painful to resist the urge to ask more, but 
she bit down on the inside of her lip as she waited. It was worth it when Lalli finally spoke on 
his own. She knew from years of experience that she got better answers when he volunteered 
them than when she pushed too hard for them. 


"He wanted to know if he might be like Elis. Whatever Elis is." 


"A mage?" 


Lalli shook his head, strands of his long hair flying around his face, then shrugged. 
"Something. A Swede who is sensitive to spirits." 


Tuuri teased him, trying to jostle him from his stiff posture with an elbow in his side, "What 
would you call that but a mage?" 


He recovered his balance and straightened, snapping back, "What would you call a mage that 
can't do any magic?" 


"Untrained," Tuuri suggested. "So are you going to try to train this Matias, too?" 


There was another painfully long pause before Lalli finally muttered, "I don't like it. But if I 
send the two of them out together, maybe at least one will come back alive." 


With that concession, Tuuri looped her arm through his and leaned into her taller cousin. "If 
that's the plan, then how about a few pointers? It might be a good time to think about how 
you're trying to teach them, now that your protégés are increasing. From what I've been 
hearing, you might want to, um, rethink some of your teaching methods." 


The look that he leveled on her could only be described as withering, and the effect was 
particularly pronounced when their faces were just inches apart and Lalli's was looking more 
than a little skeletal. "They don't know our gods. They don't have luonto they can control. 
They don't speak Finnish, so they cannot compose runo or even memorize those of other 
mages. The best I can do is teach them to hone their senses and how to survive in the wild." 


"That...makes sense," she admitted. "But maybe you could be a bit more systematic in how 
you introduce topics? Didn't Grandma or Onni teach you things step by step, rather than just 
throwing them at you?" 


Lalli looked steadily at her. "No." 
"You mean this is how they taught you?" 


He looked at her askance, as if questioning if she were playing some trick on him. "Isn't that 
what I just said?" 


Tuuri let her breath whoosh from her, her eyebrows climbing high beneath her bangs. "Okay, 
that explains some things." She forgot sometimes that Lalli hadn't been brought up as she 
had. He'd attended the village classes in Saimaa off and on from the time he was five till he 
was nearly eight, which was why he at least knew how to read and write, but that was sum 
total of his formal education. The little she knew of scout training was that woodlore was 
taught "on the job," as younger scouts followed their elders as they went about their way. 
And as guilty as she might feel toward her brother for admitting it, she wasn't terribly 
surprised to hear that Onni hadn't been the most conscientious of teachers. 


"Well, as someone who made a career out of learning things, could I suggest a few changes?" 


Lalli shrugged noncommittally, but the fact that he didn't protest or cut her off probably 
meant that he was curious for her to go on. Maybe he was enjoying failing with Elis about as 
little as Elis himself was enjoying the experience. "You may find that sticking to the same 
topic for a while, introducing new information and then reviewing the previous information, 
will help with your students' learning." 


Now he frowned. "But they should just memorize what I tell them. The first time." 


"Yeah, that's not how average human beings work, Lalli," she snapped, before managing to 
rein back her exasperation. "Unless people are trained to memorize things in such a way, 
they're not going to be able to do that. If you want them to work on their memory, maybe 
make that a part of your lessons instead of just expecting them to know how to do it from the 
start." The silence stretched on for a few moments, and she could see that he was biting the 
inside of his cheek. "Do you remember how you were taught to do it?" she asked. 


"Tests. Games." He looked out across the water as he was seeing the lake of their youth. "Not 
the sort of games you wanted to lose, though. Every time I came to her, she had questions. 
How many birds had I passed on the way? How many times had the dog barked during 
dinner two nights past? How many plaits had been in your braid that morning?" Now his eyes 
were seeing something else entirely, far away from the world they stood in. "She would name 
a dozen berries and make me tell them back in the order they ripened. She'd lead me 
blindfolded through the woods and make me count the paces and turns to find my way home 
again. She would recite a dozen runo, and make me repeat them back in the opposite order, 
but reversing every third." 


He fell silent, and when it finally seemed like he wouldn't say anything more, Tuuri said 
gently, "You probably need to go a little slower than that. But it wouldn't hurt to start. Get 
them to practice remembering things, and until they get better at it, try to be a bit more 
patient when they fail to memorize things the first time." 


Lalli snorted derisively, eyes trained on the still waters in front of them. Before he had to 
respond or be subjected to more of her pestering, one of the Finnish cleansers called out to 
them to say that the evening crew was about to set out, and Lalli wriggled free of her hold. 
Tuuri turned back to look at the camp and saw Emil rounding up some of the Swedes who 
were willing to put in a couple more hours' work before calling it a night. 


The scene was familiar: Emil and Lalli on opposite ends of the camp, each occupied by their 
own little domain and hardly crossing paths. Now that she thought about it, she realized she 
was used to seeing them this way. But, just like how tired Lalli looked, she hadn't really 
thought of it till it was right before her nose. She tried to think of the last time she'd seem 
Emil and Lalli together. In all the time she'd been watching how Lalli was dealing his 
students, she couldn't remember ever seeing Emil in the picture. 


She caught Lalli's arm again as he turned away. "Everything okay? With you and Emil?" 


To her surprise, the second question made him pull up short. It was like she'd reminded him 
of something he'd forgotten, and she watched his gaze move away across the camp, darting 
between figures. But as soon as his eyes seemed to find the Swedish captain, Lalli looked 


away again with his lips in a tight line. He shook off Tuuri's hand a second time, muttering, 
"Everything's fine. There's work to be done." 


He strode off toward the cleansers, skirting the group but catching their easy pace while 
keeping a few steps ahead of the crowd. The loose clump walked north again along the line, 
and Lalli naturally found his usual place—and it was on the opposite side of the small crowd 
as Emil. The space stretched between them, and Lalli never even glanced across it. There 
were no shared smiles or knowing looks. They could have been strangers. 


A new question was taking root in Tuuri's mind, and it seemed like her days of observation 
weren't over yet. She would just need to change focus a bit: less time watching Lalli and Elis, 
and more time now to figure out what was going on between Lalli and Emil, because 
something was definitely strange, and Tuuri didn't like it one bit. 


Chapter 15 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


So maybe don't give me cold, cold shoulder 
Before you go, turn around, let me hold you 
And let me say in the dark of the morning 
Just one more thing. 


- Move Together, James Bay 


15 EMIL 


Emil stretched out on his back on his bedroll, listening to the sound of Lalli's careful breaths. 
He wasn't asleep. Emil knew every sigh and murmur, and he could tell the difference when 
Lalli was sleeping and when he was only acting as though he were to avoid talking. He 
should have been exhausted and fallen asleep as soon as the night shift ended. But he was 
awake. He was holding himself carefully still, his bony shoulders hunched as he curled away 
from Emil. 


Maybe he was worried about his students. Emil didn't have much of an idea how things were 
going. He'd tried asking a few times, in the first days, but Lalli's answers had been curt and 
minimal. He obviously hadn't wanted to share his thoughts, perhaps not wanting to admit if 
things weren't going well or perhaps just too tired for it. When the answers had degenerated 
into annoyed grunts, Emil had stopped trying to ask. But maybe now Lalli needed someone 
to talk to again. 


"Lalli?" The name was less than a whisper on Emil's lips. Almost too quiet to be heard. In the 
stretched silence of the tent, though, it could have been enough. But Lalli didn't acknowledge 
the sound. Emil pulled the thin blanket up over his own shoulder and rolled away to face the 
opposite side of the tent. He shouldn't have needed the blanket in the late-May heat, but in the 
warm night, Emil already felt the chill of summer's end. 


Emil glanced up at the purpling sky. Dusk was coming close now, and the day was coming to 
an end. He should call it quits. 


Looking back at the crew arrayed behind him, he watched the dozens of cleansers who came 
out and continued to chew their way forward through the forests each evening. It wasn't 
always the same group. They came and went when they felt up to the work. The evening 
shifts were a casual affair, where the cleansers were more prone to stop for breathers, more 
prone to crack jokes or laugh or pause over their axes to relate some anecdote. Emil returned 
their smiles when it was expected of him, and the rest of the time he kept his eyes turned to 
the north and kept swinging, swinging, swinging. 


Far back, in the center of the scattered crowd, he could recognize Lalli by a lone shoulder 
peeking around a tree and the familiar tassel of ash blond hair. He would be leaning against 
the trunk as he usually was, either talking to his students or waiting for them to return from 
one of his errands. Once he would have sat there waiting for Emil to come back to him, then 
let Emil propel him back to their tent with an arm around his shoulders or waist. But now it 
was Elis and Matias who swept Lalli away through the debris and wood chips when the day 
was done, peppering him with questions or getting scolded for some failing or another. 


In the mornings, Emil woke up first, leaving Lalli asleep when he set out, knowing that Lalli 
needed every moment of rest he could get. He usually ate breakfast while walking the camp 
with Tuuri and Teemu. They discussed the day's assignments, and Tuuri filled the two leads 
in on any administrative issues that might have come up, flip-flopping between Swedish and 
Finnish as she continued to run all the logistics of the camp. When they were done, Emil 
would find Lars and Eva and their sergeants, briefing them all as they checked that the 
equipment was ready for the day. From the glimpses he sometimes got between the crowds, it 
seemed like Lalli rolled out of bed at the last possible minute, suppressing yawns as he stole 
any sort of breakfast he could eat with one hand before he slung himself up atop his horse. 
Resting against the horse's neck and appearing to be half asleep, he would swallow down 
whatever he'd poached as he rode out ahead of the cleansers gathering at the edge of the 
sensors. Then Emil would climb up on his own nag, and another long shift would begin. 


They would spend the entire day apart, unless Lalli needed to report to him any incursion 
large enough to warrant an organized response. When he rode up on these rare visits, there 
were no greetings or small talk, even though it might be the only time they spoke during a 
day. It was just enough perfunctory words to explain the situation, their eyes barely meeting, 
Lalli's attention elsewhere—always his attention was somewhere far away from Emil. The 
small amount of time they used to have at lunch or dinner was gone, too, not that Emil had 
anyone to blame but himself. He'd been the one to suggest Lalli try to teach Elis some of his 
skills, and mealtimes were the only chance Lalli had outside of the evening shifts. Elis and 
Matias were both still working in their usual trios the rest of the daylight hours, and even if 
they hadn't been, Lalli would have had no attention to spare for them during the day, when 
work was underway. It still took everything he had in him to monitor the wide distance. 


He still looked exhausted all the time and slept nearly every minute that he wasn't working or 
teaching, but he looked more okay, somehow, when Emil saw him from afar. Maybe he really 
thought Elis and Matias might be able to learn enough to help him, or maybe teaching them 
at least gave him something else to think about than his endless, grueling watch. Maybe 


Emil's suggestion had been worth losing even the rare moments they'd sometimes found 
together weeks ago. When Lalli was explaining something to his students, talking about the 
gods and spirits and magics that filled his world, he almost looked like himself again. It was 
only when Emil tried to ask him how he was doing that the strain came back into Lalli's face. 


When the first official shift ended each day, Emil would sneak by the cooks to grab 
something for himself and then eat dinner on his feet, checking in with Tuuri for the evening 
report. They would mark their progress on the maps they maintained between them and 
recalculate their pace. Emil would look ahead to the north and decide his goal for the night's 
work, grimly satisfied to see the meters disappearing behind them. They might just reach 
Sveg by the time the Finns would expect to board the ferry back to Pori. Or at least they 
should be close enough that he could keep pushing onward with his three dozen Swedes, 
even after the Finns left at the end of October. He could keep his own crews at work, even if 
it took a few extra weeks, though he couldn't ask that of Teemu's people. 


It seemed like they were actually pulling off the impossible. He ought to feel proud. And he 
did feel proud—Emil was proud of his crew. The Swedes who had started off barely knowing 
how to swing an axe without hitting themselves had grown into as reliable a bunch as he'd 
ever had assigned to him. With some help from their lieutenants and especially from their 
sergeants, Emil had been able to mold them into exactly the kind of cleansers he wanted them 
to be. From time to time, he would stop and notice just how many of them were out there 
with him in the evenings, even though no one had told them they had to be or even asked 
them to. Every single one of them had volunteered their free hours to try to help their first 
project succeed. And as he watched them work and laugh and sweat, he could feel that pride 
swell painfully in his throat. Even more so when he saw how they worked alongside the 
Finns, swapping words and curses to make each other laugh, sharing drinks as they took turns 
singing songs around a fire at night, or lending a hand as they carried their gear back to camp 
at the end of their work. Teemu had agreed (through Tuuri) that this was the most successful 
of these international work exchanges he'd ever seen. 


Surely Emil should be happy. They were going to pull it off and prove to Major Karlsson 
exactly what they were capable of. They would show her what they could do when all the 
odds were stacked against them, and then maybe she'd be a little more willing to stick her 
neck out so that next time the odds would at least be fair. So there could be a next time. Plus, 
he and Lalli weren't actually fighting any longer—and even if that was only because they 
weren't talking any longer, wasn't it better than the alternative? Even if Lalli escaped into 
sleep each night before Emil could hurry back to the tent to steal a few moments with him, at 
least Lalli was there. Being able to even catch glimpses of him throughout the day had to be 
better than spending the year apart. 


And once all this was over, surely they would be able to go back to the way they used to be. 
They had to. Whatever distance had stretched between them as they worked side by side, it 
would disappear once the project was over, once the stress was gone, once they could go back 
to normal life, the life they should be living. That distance couldn't possibly grow so wide 
that Emil wouldn't be able to reach back across it. And Lalli would still take his hand if he 
stretched it out. 


Wouldn't he? 


Emil lifted his axe to his shoulder and gave the signal. The nearest cleansers looked up at the 
sound of the whistle, and Emil gave a weary smile. "I think we're done here." 


Emil glanced at Lalli, perched atop his large stallion and about as upright as he could hold 
himself without actually leaving the saddle. Tension hummed off of the Finn, and Emil 
considered saying something but then dismissed the idea. Lalli was so intent on focusing at 
the moment that any words he could offer would probably be less welcome than his silence. 


They were both mounted and waiting south of one of the small collections of houses that 
dotted the next kilometer or two of the railroad, clustered around a tiny railway stop that had 
once been known as Alvho. It was almost halfway between Mora and Sveg—but then they 
hadn't set out from the heart of Mora. They had set out from Orsa, and if you were measuring 
the distance between Orsa and Sveg, it would be generous to say that they were about a third 
of the way there. It didn't seem like they had the time to waste reining in their horses and 
standing unmoving under the bright sun, as the rest of the cleansers crawled their way right 
up to their backs. But Lalli's two protégés were being sent on their first significant test alone, 
and Lalli couldn't seem to stand wandering too far from them. Emil simply wanted to be near 
Lalli in this rare moment of stillness. 


He watched Lalli out of the corner of his eye. He didn't know the last time they'd been this 
close to one another when Lalli wasn't lost in sleep. When was the last time Emil had come 
back to their tent and not found Lalli turned away, his eyes to the dark corners of the tent and 
his back a sheer wall between them? Once upon a time, Emil would have wrapped himself 
around that narrow back, tugging Lalli in tight against him, and Lalli would have made a 
show of grumbling but would have nestled his back against Emil's body or even turned into 
the hold. Now he might make a sharp remark about stifling him in the summer heat or simply 
pull away without a word, even if it meant putting his pointy nose right up against the 
scratchy fabric of the tent's wall. 


But here they were, together in the same place for once, and Emil tried to soak in every 
impression he could. The sharp angle of Lalli's jaw and the lines his cheekbones etched 
across his face. The hooded eyes that could gaze straight through you like you were beneath 
his notice—or peer right into your soul. That ash blond hair that floated about in feathery 
whisps, soft as a baby's and at odds with every other hard thing in his face. Lalli might look 
exhausted and worn, but he still took Emil's breath away, and it felt like the first time Emil 
had properly seen him in weeks. 


Elis and Matias came into sight, hurrying back toward Lalli like lost ducklings, their eyes 
fixed on him as if Emil were just another tree among the stands. Hey, he was only their 
captain. Emil let his mouth twist into a sour smile, since they weren't looking his way. 


"We checked them all," Elis announced breathlessly. "One of the houses and one of the 
outbuildings seemed suspect, we thought. But the other three appear clean." 


Lalli nodded. "We'll confirm, then move onto the next span. There are four more houses to 
the east of here, and more beyond that." 


"Lalli—" Emil started, but maybe he'd been too slow. Lalli spurred his horse forward without 
turning. Maybe his voice had been lost in the sound of the creaking saddle or the horse's 
heavy footfalls. 


After a moment, Emil slowly urged his nag to follow after the mage. The other two cleansers 
trailed along on foot as Lalli took point, pausing in front of each of the buildings long enough 
to give the Swedes an expectant look. They took turns answering him about which ones they 
thought might be infested. They had looked green around the edges when they'd come back 
from the survey alone, but not now that Lalli was here with them. Which was probably 
exactly why Lalli was insisting on making them go on their own first without him. 


In the end, Lalli agreed with their assessments of the buildings, and they moved onto the next 
collection of houses. When they repeated the exercise there, he pointed out that they'd 
overlooked one of the structures being infested. The troll was well hidden, in some sort of 
cellar. They carried on again. Emil didn't try to say anything this time. 


With the first 100 meters surveyed, he needed to keep the rest of his cleansers moving to start 
destroying the trolls, setting charges about the buildings, and clearing trees. He wheeled his 
horse around to turn back toward the clump of Finns and Swedes waiting down the line. A 
glance over his shoulder was enough to tell him that neither Lalli or the other two were 
watching him go. But Emil still had work waiting for him. It was about all he had left these 
days. 


They had been lucky after Alvho, blazing through almost an entire kilometer with hardly any 
significant vegetation to the west of the tracks and then another kilometer with only light 
growth on the east side. They'd carried on with that momentum and made it all the way to the 
side of the large lake known as Vassj6n, which put them officially over a third of the way to 
Sveg, and they were celebrating with an afternoon off to splash in the water and thoroughly 
scrub the sweat of the hard summer work away. 


It wasn't even July yet. In three months, they'd made it over 40 kilometers, which was 
certainly breaking a number of international records. It still wasn't the 20 kilometers a month 
he'd originally set out as a goal, but their pace had been picking up progressively, especially 
as the days grew longer and longer and the number of cleansers pulling evening shifts had 
increased to over forty strong most nights. From 11 kilometers in all of April, they'd made it 
over 18 kilometers in May—and that was even with progress nearly stalled for several days 
while Lalli had been out of commission. 


They'd now made it 11 more kilometers to the lake in just under two weeks, doubling the 
pace they'd had the first month of the project. If they could keep making it about 20 


kilometers a month, they might just all get to see Sveg before the Finns sailed home. If they 
could increase their pace even a little more, they might manage to be there to help wrap up 
the last of the work on former city. That would be a lot easier to swallow than showing up in 
time to see the smug looks of a Swedish flank that had finished everything without them. Or 
possibly even arriving in time to find an empty wasteland razed to the ground, if the Mora 
crews decided to head home for the winter ahead of them once their own work was complete. 


Everything was going better than Emil had any right to expect. Except for the fact that he and 
Lalli might as well have spent the summer in different countries after all. Glancing over his 
shoulder, Emil looked back at Lalli where he sat with Elis and Matias, distant as a king 
holding court as he apparently imparted some magely wisdom upon them. The younger two 
were sitting on a log, while Lalli perched on a rock nearby. He spoke in a low tone, 
occasionally punctuating his lecture with a sharp, cutting gesture, but never raising his voice 
enough for it to carry this far. Emil turned back to the lake before him with a heavy exhale, 
choosing instead to watch the other cleansers swimming around in the blue waters. 


"Hey, fancy meeting you here." 


He raised his head, surprised to see Tuuri beside him. "Yeah, really," he agreed. "Fancy us 
having time off. But the crew has more than earned it." 


"How about you?" she asked as she settled down beside him. "Don't you deserve a little 
break?" 


Emil chuckled weakly, gesturing at his appearance. He had his trousers rolled up nearly to his 
knees and his bare feet stretched out among the grasses, and the sleeves of his T-shirt were 
hitched up to his shoulders. "Does it look like I'm working hard here?" 


She leaned against him. "It doesn't look much like you're enjoying yourself anyway." She 
tilted her head back, lifting her eyes to study him. "I thought we were supposed to be 
celebrating?" 


"Isn't it enough if everyone else is?" he suggested lightly, his weight settled against hers. "I 
know we've pulled off something amazing. I'm happy for everyone. I'm just...tired. Don't 
mind me." 


"Maybe because the project has cost too much?" 


This made Emil straighten up and look down at her in question. "What do you mean? We 
haven't lost a single cleanser. We haven't even lost a single toe, in fact. I don't know just how 
high your standards are in Finland, but that's a pretty amazing success story here in Sweden." 


"That wasn't what I meant," Tuuri chided him. "As far as I can see, the only casualty has been 
your relationship with Lalli." 


When the words struck him, Emil was surprised by how hard they hit. Hard enough to knock 
the breath out of him. They shouldn't have been so surprising, since he'd been so busily trying 
to suppress the same thought all the long summer days. The shock came from hearing 


someone else say them aloud. He hadn't thought anyone else saw it but him, and as long as no 
one else saw it, he'd been able to tell himself it was just his imagination. 


Casualty. The word was terrifyingly apt, because it was as 1f someone had died. The Emil 
and Lalli who had nestled together in warm, dark sheets in a Swedish flat, hands casually 
roaming and breath entwined—they were gone. They'd been gone for weeks. Maybe more. 


He'd tried to chalk it up to exhaustion, he'd tried to bury it under busyness, he'd kept his mind 
from the thought, jerking back from it whenever he got too close to it, like he would flinch 
away from the hot metal of a flamethrower's barrel. His eyes had been sliding past it for 
weeks, a half-seen flicker at the edge of his vision, but Tuuri's words forced him to look right 
at it: a solid obstacle, suddenly sitting squat, menacing, and unmoving before him. And now 
it was all he could see: all the times Lalli had turned away from his touch, all the 
conversations he'd shut down, all the ways he managed to keep their paths from even 
crossing any longer. 


Emil had already lost what he and Lalli once had. If something didn't change, he might just 
lose Lalli altogether. 


The three of the them were silent as the long seconds ticked by—Emil and Tuuri and the 
painful truth between them. The cleansers swam and shouted under the bright summer sun. 
After an uncomfortable span of time, Tuuri straightened up, putting space back between their 
two bodies. "Maybe I'm wrong, though," she said, but somehow her retraction felt like an 
accusation. It felt even more like one when she turned her gray eyes onto him. The 
unrelenting stare bore through his flimsy facade, and he squirmed beneath it. "Nothing's 
wrong between you two? You're happy with how things are going?" 


"No." The word was wrenched out of him by the thought of spending another four months 
like this. This wasn't how he'd wanted Lalli in his life. It was the worst that things had been 
since they'd first drunkenly slept together and Emil had nearly ruined everything. Worse than 
when he'd nearly ruined everything by turning to drugs to sleep at night. Did he ever do 
anything besides ruin things? Even when he was actually trying to help the two of them stay 
together, he seemed to have driven them apart. "I really do just fail at everything, don't I?" He 
didn't even realize he'd said the words out loud until Tuuri answered them. 


"Oh, definitely. Like you failed to come up with the plan to reach Eno last summer. Or how 
you failed to get us back from the Silent World during the expedition. And let's not forget 
how you utterly failed to convince Lalli you were worth giving his heart to, when he was 
trying pretty damn hard to do anything but that." Each word burned into him, his face 
suffusing with a heat that felt something like shame. Tuuri laid a hand on his shoulder. 
"Whatever is going on, Emil, I really doubt it's all your fault. I know Lalli, too." She leaned 
into him once more. "So what is going on?" 


He shrugged helplessly. All he knew for sure was that Lalli was purposefully putting distance 
between them. He didn't know why. He'd never asked. He hadn't felt like he could grab Lalli 
and hold him in place and ask him what the hell was going on. How could he push Lalli like 
that, with everything else he was asking of him? 


No. 


How could he face the answer when the answer might turn out to be: "I don't want this 
anymore." 


That was what he was really afraid of. That was why he was letting Lalli pull away without 
trying to hold him tighter, terrified he might accidentally force those words out into the 
world. He was trying to give Lalli his space, wishing it would be enough—just enough so 
that Lalli wouldn't leave him because he'd rather be alone than together with Emil. 


"Emil?" Tuuri was still peering at him, and he didn't know how long he'd been silent for. 
"Talk to me. What happened between you guys?" 


Emil didn't know how to answer the question. "Everything?" he suggested in a hopeless 
voice. "This project was doomed from the start, and I...I guess I was too dumb to see I was 
dooming us along with it." Once he started, the words tumbled out more easily than he'd 
thought they would. But as they left him, he felt an aching pain in his chest, as though he was 
tearing a bit more out of himself with each one he pronounced aloud. "I guess I thought we 
could just make it through somehow—that we could make it through anything as long as we 
were both trying. But that was stupid. Too much is just too much. Relying on Lalli to keep 
the entire crew safe, when we had to spread out so far every day to try to make it over the 
insane distance assigned to us without enough support, equipment, or manpower..." 


It had become so normalized that he'd almost forgotten how crazy it all was. His eyes had 
been so fixed on the numbers, watching the meters adding up as they got faster and faster, 
always looking for a bigger figure, and he'd forgotten what "normal" used to look like. This 
kind of schedule and workload would have been unimaginable six months ago. 


"We both knew it was too hard. We argued about it. More than once. But what were we 
supposed to do then, Tuuri, if working decent hours meant the project would fail? What 
would we do if we failed?" Emil shook his head. "It's a miracle that Lalli was even willing to 
consider moving to Sweden in the first place. Just...to be with me." Emil's voice kept growing 
smaller. "If this doesn't work, though, and he can't somehow be a mage here..." Emil 
swallowed. "It's who he is." 


Trying to imagine Lalli toiling in some shop or office was like trying to imagine a fish living 
in a tree. And Lalli without a job to do? He would waste away, Emil was sure of it. Lalli 
needed purpose. Without that, he would end up miserable and depressed and regretting the 
choice to give up his life to come to Sweden, where he had nothing. Nothing but Emil. 


Emil's voice cracked as he explained, "This was the best shot we had at maybe creating a 
place where he could be himself in Sweden. If we fail, who is ever going to give something 
so crazy a second chance?" 


He met her eyes again, and Emil knew she saw the truth of what he was saying. "You know I 
don't have enough clout to convince the Swedish army they've been wrong about magic for 
the past century," he said, the words slow and heavy. "The small amount of goodwill I had, 
I've obviously burned up. Which is why we're all suffering now. J can't get the two of us 
another shot here." 


Tuuri looked over her shoulder at Lalli. "And even if you suggested giving up, you would 
have come right up against Lalli's pride." 


"Exactly," Emil groaned, though it was a relief to have someone else who understood how 
great a hurdle that was. "He wouldn't give up even if it killed him! And if I'd ordered him off 
duty, as the captain in charge of the project, he'd hate me even more than he already might 
want to." 


Tuuri was still turned away and studying her cousin, but she smiled, "I'm pretty sure he 
doesn't hate you, Emil. You would not still be sharing a tent if he did. Lalli would happily 
sleep on the ground under a tree rather than be stuck with someone he hates." 


He wanted to believe that. A part of him thought it was true. But a part of him still 
whispered: Or maybe he just doesn't want to make things more uncomfortable for himself for 
the rest of the project. Maybe he's just putting up with it because he can escape me most of 
the day, so it's easier than facing the messy implosion of our relationship. 


"Maybe he doesn't hate me, but that doesn't guarantee he loves me anymore." 


The words slipped out traitorously, and Emil couldn't grab them back. He avoided Tuuri's 
gaze, unable to face it when there were tears stinging in his eyes. 


"Oh. Oh, Emil." She snaked her arm through his, squeezing it tightly. But she didn't deny that 
it was possible. "Only Lalli knows what Lalli is thinking or feeling. I can't tell you what's true 
and what isn't." He nodded mutely, still unable to speak, and after a while she asked, "Have 
you tried talking to him about all this?" 


Emil shook his head before he managed to say, "We don't actually...talk. Anymore." 
She nodded, looking out at the other cleansers instead of him. "Yeah. I noticed." 


They were both silent again, and as Emil's thoughts spiraled downward again, he had to keep 
blinking back the burning in his eyes. 


"What do I do, Tuuri?" 


She sighed and met his eyes once more. "I wish I knew the answer for you, Emil." She patted 
him once on his sweaty blond head. "I don't, though. All I know is that I think you've been 
right in the past not to let him pull away from you. You always were better at reading him 
than I was. So maybe don't leave him alone like I used to. Don't let him drift away from you 
and—I'm sorry, but don't expect him to try to fix things. If you want this to get better, I'm 
afraid it's going to be up to you. Maybe it's not fair, but... think it's what life will always be 
like with Lalli." 


It was life with Lalli. It wasn't easy, and it wasn't always fair. Lalli wouldn't ever be the 
partner to him that someone else might be. He would always be prickly and stubborn and 
taciturn, quick to lose his temper and reluctant to show any soft feelings. But no one else 
would be Lalli either, and in his own way, Lalli had loved Emil more fiercely and relentlessly 


than anyone else in the world every had. And since life with Lalli was exactly what he 
wanted, Emil was going to have to try to reach him once again. 


Chapter End Notes 


Oof, a bit delayed but still trying to carry on. I think this might seem too sudden, as the 
hints of their relationship not going swimmingly have been there but perhaps in trying to 
let the boys go on in their denial, I left it more subtle than it needed to be? Ah well. 
Maybe I'll do some sneak edits on past chapters someday... 


Chapter 16 


Don't ask me "Do you want to talk? 
Do you want to talk, do you?" 

Swear I ain't got anything on my mind. 
I don't want to talk to you. 


I'm protecting, I'm protecting you— 
from what I don't want to have to say 
I'm protecting, I'm protecting us— 
‘cause I don't want to walk away 


- Pink Lemonade, James Bay 


16 LALLI 


Lalli settled back against his chosen tree, eyes already shut as he wriggled his shoulders to 
find the most comfortable position. He'd sent Elis and Matias off toward the east on a 
particularly tricky mission. There was a troll far to the northeast and some small beast to the 
southeast, and he wondered how long it would take them to figure out the situation 
accurately. Would they be fooled by one or the other? Or would they keep carrying on farther 
and farther east, confused by how the alarming presence never seemed to coalesce in one 
clear direction? It had been a stroke of luck, and he was planning to take full advantage of it 
—and the chance it would give him to rest. 


Now all he had to do was wait in half-dozing alertness without actually falling asleep. That 
was the most difficult part of the night shifts. Sitting about and acting as a living troll detector 
over such a small area wasn't asking the impossible. But asking him not to fall asleep during 
such a monotonous task, after eight or nine hours in the saddle, was nearly just that. Still, 
sitting motionless like this was worth having to combat sleep. The thought of staying on his 
feet for another two or three hours was about as appealing as walking barefoot across a field 
of broken glass. 


He would have sighed at how pathetic the thought was—from him, the former night scout 
who would've once gladly run without cease for hours and hours on end!—but even sighing 
seemed like a unnecessary expenditure of energy. He'd never had to push himself to extremes 
like these before. But someday it would end. And he would properly sleep. For a month. 
Then maybe he would run again. 


The closest he'd been to this level of mental and spiritual exhaustion would have to be the 
horrible weeks he'd spent struggling alone to lead the surviving crew members back to 
civilization after the failed expedition to Denmark. 


No, not alone. 


That was right. He hadn't been alone. Not entirely. He'd been alone together with Emil then. 
Now he was alone even when he was with Emil. The words were mostly the same, but 
everything that mattered was different. 


Distantly tracking the far off threats among the trees, Lalli's thoughts were so lost in the past 
that at first he thought the voice he heard was no more than a fragment of those memories. 


"Lalli?" 


His name came again, and it was Emil's voice, just as it had been back then. Back then his 
name on Emil's lips had been like a spell of its own, the one word from Emil that made 
complete sense. Lalli let his lids slowly lift upon the reality where nothing seemed to any 
longer. He felt his eyebrows come together as he looked at the man in front of him. Why are 
you here? Why couldn't you have just left me in peace? 


Emil was squatting in front of him, peering directly into his face. It felt like the first time 
their faces had been this close since Lalli had woken from his two day coma and Emil had 
surprisingly said the right things (or some of them, anyway) after weeks of everything 
coming out wrong. It had been like splash of cool water upon his parched soul, but it hadn't 
been enough. It had evaporated under the unrelenting summer sun, and there had been no 
more relief once Lalli had returned to the long days of work. 


Lalli let his eyes slide shut again, and his voice was soft and empty as he asked, "What is it?" 
"Should I need a reason to stop by and talk to you?" 


Yes. Lalli felt his brow wrinkle again. You should. Not because Emil was avoiding him. Lalli 
was aware that he was the one doing the avoiding. He was the one forcing Emil to come up 
with legitimate reasons why they needed to talk, otherwise Lalli just pretended he didn't hear 
it. 


The longer it had gone on, the easier it had become to ignore it when Emil quietly called his 
name or looked expectantly over at him. Much easier to avert his eyes and hurry away than to 
face Emil with his utter inability to give the Swede what he craved. Smiles. Support. 
Reassurance that everything hadn't gone completely wrong or that Lalli wasn't so tired that 
he'd thought dying in that beast attack would have been a relief. He didn't have any of those 
things in him any longer. And trying to pretend otherwise would mean scraping the bottom of 
a barrel so empty it already echoed hollowly when Lalli tried to reach into it for enough 
motivation to keep getting up each morning. 


So Lalli stayed silent once again, making a noncommital noise in his throat since the question 
seemed to require some sort of response. Maybe if he kept his eyes shut and looked tired 
enough, this too would pass. Just leave it alone and let me make it through another day, he 


thought at Emil, bitter again at how they'd found themselves here. We got ourselves into this 
mess, and I'm getting us out. Don't ask for more than that. I'm giving all I can already. 


"Is '[ wanted to' a good enough reason then?" 


Lalli felt himself wanting to frown and fought against the pull at the corners of his 

mouth. Don't get angry, he told himself. It wouldn't help. Emil was being Emil, something 
that could be endearing in the right situation—this just wasn't that situation. And at a time 
like this, Emil's insistence felt like a hammer against the gossamer-thin shell that Lalli was 
somehow maintaining over the stress welling up within him. Sinking his emotions into the 
lake at his core was no longer an option. It had dried up weeks ago, and all that was left was 
scorched dirt and grit. 


"I'm tired, Emil." He bit out the words, thinking that his flat tone would discourage any more 
unwanted conversation. It didn't work as well as it usually did. Instead he heard Emil lower 
himself down to sit beside him. This was the opposite of what he'd been aiming for, unless 
Emil was considering sitting in companionable silence. It didn't seem likely. 


Even with his eyes closed, Lalli could tell from the shifting in the body beside him that Emil 
was leaning back on his hands, probably letting his heavy head fall back. He'd seen the 
posture from Emil a hundred times and could imagine every detail. 


"Me, too," Emil said, his tone carefully light. "Maybe it's time we had another afternoon off. 
It's been nearly a week since the break at Vassj6n." 


Lalli resisted for several seconds then gave into the sarcastic question fighting to get past his 
clenched lips: "What about the precious schedule?" 


Emil didn't rise to the bait. His voice remained just as mild as he suggested, "There are other 
things that are just as important." 


The words grated across Lalli's exposed nerves. What was Emil doing, suggesting that now it 
was no big deal to schedule days off, after all the work they'd all been putting into trying to 
keep the project on track? Did he think the cleansers would appreciate it? Or that Lalli 
would? 


Teeth gritted together, he asked, "Did you need something, Emil? I'm supposed to be on 
watch." 


Emil let himself sway to the side, bumping their shoulders together briefly. "You have two 
students out there. You can't even afford a moment of distraction?" 


"Because I have two students out there, I can't afford a moment of distraction," Lalli 
corrected him. "And they're only focusing on what I told them to focus on. So what are you 
doing?" 


"Trying to fix things." 


"Are they broken?" Lalli asked, even though he knew how stupid the question was. 


"They won't be forever." The words came in that same light tone, and somewhere in the 
vicinity of Lalli's heart, there was an aching twinge. That had always been Emil's gift: his 
ability to summon a sort of blithe optimism, as if he were truly sunny enough or stupid 
enough to believe such things without even trying. But Lalli knew better than that. Emil 
suffered from his own doubts and dark thoughts, as much as anyone else. The relentless cheer 
was a defense mechanism, as much a shield and a weapon as Lalli's own walls could be. 


Emil slung an arm around Lalli's shoulders, pulling him over until Lalli's head bumped 
against his. Lalli felt Emil's hair tickling against his skin, and his callused hand held them 
together, wrapped about Lalli's head. It muffled the sound of the surrounding world, making 
the words Emil spoke close to his other ear ring all the louder. 


"I'm going to fix this. I won't let this be the end of us. Not after everything we've been 
through." His voice dropped even lower, uncertainty creeping in at last. "I know you're doing 
it for us. But what us is there right now?" An uncomfortable heat grew in Lalli's chest as Emil 
went on. "We don't touch. We don't talk. We don't even ask one another how the day went." 


No one seemed to be paying them any attention where they were sitting at the base of one of 
the few surviving trees to the side of the train tracks. The rest of the crew was chatting, 
laughing, grunting as they chopped and sawed away. Lalli held himself as still as stone, 
Emil's arm unnecessary—his words alone had him trapped in place. 


"We don't ever talk about the future anymore, because...because maybe it feels like we don't 
have one." 


The pounding in Lalli's ears was almost too loud to hear past. Emil had said he was trying to 
fix things but this was starting to sound more like ending things. There were words trapped 
somewhere in his throat. A protest. But he couldn't get them out, and Emil just kept on going, 
each word another blow. 


"I've tried asking myself how or when it could've happened. But I know. It happened right 
under my nose, while I tried to avoid looking it in the face. And I knew it. I saw it even when 
I tried not to." 


"I..." Lalli started but nothing more came out while he screwed his eyes even tighter. 


"I saw how you would turn away when I stepped into the tent. Saw how you would ‘happen 
to' change paths in the camp, so you wouldn't have to talk to me." 


The thought that Emil had known burned through him like a quick line of fire. Lalli hadn't 
even known he was doing it—or, well, no. That wasn't quite true. He had. But he hadn't 
thought about what he was doing. He'd just let his body move as it needed to in order to avoid 
unpleasantness. And Emil had let it be, never accusing or calling him out, so he'd thought he 
was getting away with it. Getting away with running away from the work of keeping their 
relationship alive. 


"I was too afraid to bring it up and ask why. I didn't want to hear the answer, so I just didn't 
ask." 


Lalli jumped up, wrenching away from Emil's hold. He started stalking back to the camp, 
whistling sharply, the sharp bursts signaling that the day was done. He saw cleansers turning 
in surprise, looking from him to the yellowing sky that still had hours of daylight left. They 
gaped as he hurried past, and he knew it even with his eyes fixed on the ground. Doesn't 
matter. It doesn't matter. He gave a different whistle, one that would call Elis and Matias back 
from their assignment. 


"Lalli, wait!" Emil was coming after him. Of course. Lalli didn't wait or respond, though he 
didn't make the scene any worse by snapping at Emil to leave him alone. The captain drew 
level with him, matching his angry pace stride for stride. 


"Just...don't," Lalli muttered, only loud enough for the man beside him to hear. "I can't right 
now." 


Their feet continued to hit the ground in sync as Emil answered in a matching low tone. "I 
know you can't. But we have to." 


Lalli stopped just long enough to stare Emil in the face. "No. We don't. What we have to do is 
make it through this." Then he started walking again. "It's all I can do to make it through this. 
Don't ask me for anything more." 


"Are you happy?" Emil asked. Lalli thought his derisive snort was probably all the response 
needed, but he was surprised when Emil stopped him again by grabbing his arm. "Lalli, are 


you happy?" 


Shaking him off, Lalli rubbed the bare skin of his forearm where Emil's hand had so briefly 
touched him. "Of course not." 


Emil lifted his hand again, but this time it reached up and pushed Lalli's hair back off his 
face. "I don't want life with me to be something you have to 'make it through.'" Emil's eyes 
searched his. "I want you to be here with me because...because..." His mouth worked as he 
tried to figure out what to say. Then as if he couldn't decide, Emil let everything spill out in a 
rush. "Because anything else would be worse. Because you still feel like the world is a bit 
dimmer without me. Because I still feel that way about you. I want you to want this life 
together, because it's worth it and because it, I don't know, brings you joy somehow. It's not 
supposed to be some slog you have to suffer through. If it is then...then we've gone wrong 
somewhere." Emil's fingers cradled his face. "I don't want to hold you here if it's only hurting 
you." 


For perhaps the first time that summer, Lalli recognized that while he'd been desperately 
trying to catch a chance for their future, he had let everything he'd once wanted slip from his 
hands. 


He stared down at Emil's shirt, unable to meet that intense stare. How many times had he 
thought to himself that even sparing a couple minutes for Emil would be more than he had 
left in him to give? How many times had the thought been there, even if only half-formed and 
unspoken, that tackling each day would be easier if Emil weren't there? If Lalli were on his 
own, then he would be able to live solely for his work and nothing else would ever be asked 


of him. Nothing would be expected of him but that he keep the crew safe. It would be life as 
he'd known it for years. 


It would be simpler that way. Life had been simple like that, before he'd been reunited with 
Emil and then slept with Emil and finally been loved by Emil. 


And it had been dull and bleak, and there had been nothing in particular to look forward to 
from one day to the next, or even one year to the next. Emil had always been a rare light in 
his world, since the fragile days of their friendship in Denmark. But Lalli had let everything 
else become so much more important that he'd come to wish that light away, crawling back 
toward the comfortable, empty darkness. 


Emil was the only one holding them together now. And if Lalli kept saying no, even Emil 
might let go. 


He slowly raised his eyes. Emil looked like a shadow of himself, and Lalli hadn't even really 
noticed. The shirt that had stretched across his shoulders in March now hung loosely at his 
neck. His arms didn't strain the short sleeves. They'd lost the thin layer of softness they'd 
always had, and now the fabric gaped around ropy biceps that had never been so obvious. His 
face wasn't quite the face Lalli remembered. The stubbled jaw had sharper lines, and his eyes 
were heavy with shadows. Shadows perhaps Lalli himself had caused. Don't let go of me, he 
thought wildly. 


"I don't..." Lalli stopped, swallowed, tried again. "It's not..." He shook his head, eyes 
dropping even lower. "I don't know how to fix things." 


"But you still want..." There was a long pause. Me? This? To even try? 


Lalli nodded, not needing to wait for whatever word the Swede might have been struggling 
for. Whatever it was that Emil still had offer him, he wanted it. Even if he'd lost sight for a 
while, that was the very reason he was doing all this. 


"Then let me try." Emil held out a palm, open and unthreatening as though he were trying to 
settle a wild animal. "Just let me try to love you." 


Chapter 17 


After the wreckage 

After the dust 

I still hear the howling, I still feel the rush 
Over the riots, above all the noise 

Through all the worry, I still hear your voice 


- Us, James Bay 


17 EMIL 


They reached the outskirts of Sveg in the third week of September. They'd managed to keep 
their pace over 20 kilometers a month, even with Emil declaring a day off each week and 
with evening shifts growing shorter and shorter as they began to lose daylight again. It was 
easy to forget that the Swedish cleansers had been fresh graduates at the start of the project. 
The intense pace and the example of their determined captain had been a better education 
than any training course could have been. In the end, Emil would have ruefully thanked 
General Major Hedlund for yanking the crews he'd originally been assigned and leaving him 
with no choice but to use green recruits. He'd been able to shape them into exactly what he 
wanted and what the project needed them to be. 


After so many of endless hours of the same work day after day, the crews had fallen into easy 
patterns and now they chugged along like well-oiled machinery, the young Swedes and 
experienced Finns finding their own rhythm around one another. Possible threats were 
detected early and taken care of, as Lalli slowly learned to put some trust in his protégés and 
rely on them to monitor the rear end of the line. The freshmen cleansers grew comfortable 
with dispatching beasts and lone trolls, with a bit of fair warning and backup from Lalli's 
little crew. Tuuri kept everything running shipshape in the camp and even managed some 
occasional miracles, like the bonfire party at midsummer that had featured the greatly- 
appreciated surprise of aquavit and much raucous celebration. And as the days passed 
without major disaster, slowly Lalli and Emil had learned to go easier on themselves and on 
one another. 


When they had gotten back to their tent that night in June, after Emil had laid everything 
bare, they had faced one another for the first time in a very long time. Emil had taken Lalli's 
thin fingers in his hand and drawn him closer. He'd pulled them both down onto the hard mat, 
still facing one another but not asking anything more. That night had simply been the first 
attempt to remember what it was like to be around one another. 


More nights had followed. Some strained but a some sweet. Over time, the sweet nights 
began to outnumber the sour. Returning to the tent and to one another began to offer more 
comfort once again than simply forgetting themselves in mindless labor could do. 


Emil had learned to ask after Lalli's students, and Lalli had remembered how to open up to 
Emil. He haltingly explained what he was trying to teach them. And after much longer, he 
even admitted to the numerous ways he thought he might be failing. Emil tried to offer him 
advice and when that didn't work, he at least commiserated and listened with sympathy. 


They'd learned to properly break for meals again and to take the time to eat and rest, and 
sometimes they stood by and simply observed while those under them did the work that 
needed to be done. They'd even talked about trying to hitch a ride up on the train on one of 
the off days, to stop by Ostersund just for an afternoon so Emil could show Lalli what it was 
like in the summer. They hadn't done it, but even daring to dream of such things again felt 
like hope. 


Then one day the tracks began to turn. The route that had taken them north for so long now 
veered off to the west, and the maps confirmed it, if any doubts still remained: they had made 
it. The Ljusnan flowed past on their right side and even before the houses began to appear, 
everyone knew. A flurry of excitement ran through the crew like a current of electricity. 
They'd done it. They had done the impossible and made it 120 kilometers in a single season, 
with less than a hundred cleansers. They hadn't failed—far from it. They would hailed 

as miracle workers when they went back home. If there was any sort of justice in the world, 
that is. 


They set up camp on the side of the broad river, a half kilometer from where the houses 
started. For an afternoon, the cleansers washed in the river, joked and elbowed one another, 
and strained their eyes for any sign of life on the far bank. No sound of equipment or human 
chatter echoed across the water, though. There were no plumes of smoke rising from former 
city that lay to the north and northwest. It almost looked as if they were the only ones there. 


Emil and Lalli left their horses at the end of the bridge that spanned the Ljusnan and carried 
the train tracks across it. They'd be faster on horseback, of course, but when they'd looked out 
from the bridge and seen that Sveg stretched before them in the usual sort of ruin and decay 
of any former city, they'd dismounted. It should have been mowed to the ground, if the Mora 
crews coming from the north had already reached it. And they certainly should have reached 
it. They'd had almost twice the numbers of Emil's crew and twenty fewer kilometers to cover. 


"We shouldn't draw attention to ourselves," Lalli muttered, looping the reins of his black 
beast around a branch on a tree beside the railway. It wasn't a proper knot, and Emil copied 
his movements. They wouldn't want to leave the horses unable to run if something came to 
attack them. The loose binding would slip apart if the horses were spooked and pulled hard 
enough. 


Hitching his ancient rifle up onto his shoulder, Lalli lifted his head to squint at Emil. "Think 
you can manage to scout the town with me, without being tempted to burn it all down?" 


Emil grinned and caught a matching glint of amusement in the gray eyes searching his. 
"Somehow I'll have to contain myself." 


And they set off in easy silence, Emil doing his best to mimic Lalli's light tread as they 
crossed over the river and into Sveg. 


The area around the tracks had been cleared decades ago, just like the rest of the line, and 
there were the boxy outlines of old foundations here and there, nearly disguised by the tall 
grasses that had overtaken them. A fence rose between the reclaimed area and the many 
buildings that still stood around it, stretched out against the uncleansed part of the city. They 
crept through the heart of the former town without speaking for some time, not wanting to 
awaken anything that might still be living and lurking in the former settlement. Leading a 
horde back to the waiting cleansers might just be the end of them, with no quick route of 
escape and a hundred kilometers between them and the nearest set of electric fences. 


But once they passed through to the other end of the city, exchanging no more than hand 
signals and disbelieving looks, they began to let up their guard. Lalli straightened up from his 
cautious prowl as they passed back into untamed woods, and he waved Emil closer. Emil 
slung his flamethrower over one shoulder and fell into step beside him. 


"What was the last thing you did hear?" Lalli asked, picking up the conversation they'd 
started earlier that day, when the city had come into sight for the first time in its untouched 
State. 


Emil shook his head. "Like I said: not much. Tuuri's been handling most of the reports and 
communication for me, and we report in weekly about where we're at. But the last thing 
either of us could recall hearing about the northern contingent was that they were making 
progress working their way south. We really only get second-hand reports of what the 
southern bases have heard, when we're arranging for deliveries." 


Lalli turned aside to look back at the uncleansed area, his pointed silence speaking louder 
than words. "Making progress," he repeated under his breath. "Doesn't seem like much 
progress to me." 


They both came to a stop, as if by unspoken agreement, while Emil shaded his eyes and 
looked to the east. An ancient highway crossed their path ahead, then there was nothing to be 
seen but the sort of scrub and woodlands they had spent the past six months clearing away. 
"Do you think something could have happened to them?" he asked. Lalli leaned into him, and 
Emil smiled, slinging his arm around those narrow hips. 


"You mean, were they wiped out by something? Over a hundred cleansers at once?" Lalli 
snorted. "Not likely." 


"Yeah, but maybe they've run into enough trouble that they had to stop somewhere along the 
line," Emil countered, trying to find some reason why they were standing along on the 
northeastern edge of Sveg. 


The mage straightened up. He cocked his head to the side, leveling a cool gray stare at him. 
"Then they were lying when they reported that they were making progress." 


Emil swallowed, looking away again. He couldn't really argue with Lalli's bald words. Lalli 
rapped his knuckles against Emil's leg, where his arm was trapped. "They should've been 
here by now," he said, cocking an eyebrow expectantly. 


"They should've been here by now," Emil agreed sheepishly. Then he dropped a quick kiss on 
Lalli's pointy nose and turned them both around to head back to the rest of the crew. 


After creeping back through the former city, Emil and Lalli rejoined the rest of the cleansers 
on the south side of the river where they'd left them. The cooks had already whipped together 
dinner and the crews were sprawled around the camp, scraping the last of the hearty stew 
from their mess kit bowls. Tuuri and Teemu had already eaten, but they at least let the two 
men eat their own fill before pressing to hear what they'd found exploring Sveg. 


Lalli finished first, having devoured his food with ruthless efficiency, and he began rattling 
off a report in Finnish. It meant Emil couldn't understand a word, but he could hardly blame 
the three Finns for catching up in the language they were all fluent in. He slurped down his 
stew and watched the conversation flow around him, trying to guess from the tones and 
expressions what was being said. 


It didn't take long before Lalli had finished speaking, and Tuuri turned to Emil to ask in 
Swedish, "Do you want me to get the radio set back up tonight?" 


Guessing what she had in mind, he shook his head. Swallowing down his last mouthful of 
stew, he wiped his mouth with the back of one hand. "Even if we tried calling into any of the 
bases, the staff will have gone home for the night by now. And I doubt they know much more 
than we do at this point." 


She made a face, seeming bemused. "That's true. They never gave any indication there was 
any problem when I reported our own progress." 


"Either the northern crew was lying to the base, or the base was lying to us," Lalli said sourly. 
But he said it in Swedish, so that Teemu might not understand it. Given the grim line of the 
older cleanser's mouth, though, it seemed a wasted effort. Teemu must have understood 
enough of the words, or else he'd drawn the same conclusions on his own. 


"Tuuri, you have that map of Sveg?" Emil asked, setting down his empty bowl and leaning 
forward with his elbows on his knees. When she fished it out from her pile of papers, he 
spread it out on the ground in the middle of their foursome. He might not have Lalli's skill 
but it still only took him an instant to find what he was looking for. "Here," he said, jabbing a 
finger down on the island that squatted in the middle of the river between them and Sveg. 


"The island?" Lalli asked, a hint of surprise in his voice. Emil hadn't yet told him what he 
was considering. 


Emil swallowed nervously, hoping they wouldn't hate his idea. "I'm thinking to ask the crews 
to take it." Lalli's eyes flickered up to meet his, and Emil could read the question there: Take 
it? Emil pushed on, his finger tracing the lines on the map. "There are only a few buildings 
on the island, but it provides access to the north and south thanks to the old highway's bridges 
running across it. If we had to retreat back to the island, we'd only have defend that bridge— 
and we'd have one more emergency exit to the south, if it came to that." 


He watched Lalli's eye as they slid across the map, clearly taking in all the possibilities. Then 
Lalli started nodding slightly to himself, and Emil felt some of the tension leave him. "It 
looks like we're going to be on our own here in Sveg for a while. If we're going to tackle 
cleansing a town of this size, we should have a decent—and defensible—base for our crews." 
Tuuri had started quietly translating the message for Teemu. Emil shot her a grateful smile. 
"We'll salvage the buildings if we can. We might as well have some cover as the weather 
starts to turn. Otherwise, we can throw together some quick structures, barricades at the 
bridges, maybe even some saunas. If we're going to be here a while, we might as well be 
comfortable." 


Nudging Lalli's knee to get his attention away from the map, Emil asked, "You think Elis and 
Matias can handle checking the island for threats on their own?" 


Lalli didn't hesitate before nodding. "Of course. But why?" 


Emil had expected him to agree, since the two had been in charge of their own flanks for 
weeks now, even if Lalli on his own still watched an area of the same size as they did 
together. But it was still good to know that he should be able to steal Lalli for himself, 
because he didn't love the idea of heading north alone on his own. "So you and I can ride 
north to find the rest of the cleansers and learn what's really going on." 


Chapter 18 


No, I don't know why seasons change 
Or how we fell so far 

Before our hearts go up in flames 
Let's go throwing stones 

And stealing cars 


- Stealing Cars, James Bay 


18 LALLI 


The old crones saw them off with worried expressions—except of course the one who never 
cracked a hint of a smile or a frown—and Lalli watched in silence as Emil waved back at the 
women with one last word of thanks. Most of the camp wasn't yet awake as they set out, but 
the cooks had been up to start breakfast preparations and had been sent into a flurry of 
activity as they realized what the two men intended to do. Clucking over never getting the 
advanced warning she needed, Tuva had quickly dug up a spare sack and started filling it 
with some of the fresh apples that had come up the line, a hunk of hard cheese, and a stack of 
crispbread. 


"We haven't got much else that'll keep long on the road," she had told them pointedly as she 
pushed the parcel into Lalli's hands, though he'd turned and given it immediately to Emil to 
carry. He would want to be as free to move as possible, where they were going. "If you 
needed to be outfitted for a trip like this, you should have told us sooner!" 


"If we had known any sooner, we would have," Emil had reassured her, his words 
accompanied by a warm hand on her bent shoulder. "But we didn't think we should wait even 
a day to get better prepared. The year is already slipping away from us." 


Then they had left. Lalli had swung up into his saddle, the movement and the quiet creaks of 
the leather now as familiar and easy as the weight of the rifle on his shoulder. After spending 
hours and hours with his beast every single day for the past six months, it had almost become 
difficult to remember the way they'd worked in Eno the year before: standing still in one 
place as time slowly ticked by and work bustled behind him, mostly ignored. 


He might miss running on his own legs, with the way he worked now. But there had been no 
running for him in Eno either. Given the choice between the two styles, he was surprised to 
find he liked this one better than the Finnish style that stuck him in one place. And his beast 


had been a worthy partner this summer. He leaned down to murmur in Finnish, "It's likely to 
be a long ride today, beast. I hope you're ready." He'd never bothered to give the thing a name 
or ask if it had one. It was simply his beast, and he would miss it a bit if he never saw it again 
after this season. 


Whether he would miss his two other frequent companions was less certain. Missing seemed 
too personal a feeling for his relationship with Elis and Matias. But he did have a vested 
interest in their future as the first potential mages in the Swedish army, and he wanted to see 
what they might be capable of with the right sort of training. If anyone in the world could 
figure out what the right training might be for a Swedish mage. He kept meaning to reach out 
to Onni to discuss it, but he'd been avoiding taking that first step toward "after." What came 
after these exhausting, comfortable days. Once it had been all he could think about, but now 
that they'd finally found their balance, Lalli was instead avoiding thinking about their end. 


Emil smiled at him and nodded toward the river, letting Lalli take point. He didn't try to say a 
word as they picked their way across the bridge and the small island that Emil hoped to make 
their base. Emil understood, of course, that chatter was less important to Lalli than being able 
to focus on their surroundings as they passed through what remained of Sveg. They'd chosen 
to cut straight across the river and the remains of the small town this time, rather than 
following the train tracks where they looped around the city. It would shave off nearly two 
kilometers, and every meter counted when they had little idea how far they'd need to make it 
that day. 


Lalli looked over the small, wooded island as they passed through and was satisfied that his 
two students would be plenty able to support the crews in reclaiming it. Even if they couldn't 
perform any magic, they had become at least as reliable as any well-trained cat at detecting 
threats around them. They were working toward becoming aware in the dreamworld, too, 
though he could still slip right past their non-existent defenses. He'd promised to update those 
left behind by doing just that, letting Elis at least know where they were each night if they 
were gone more than a day. Elis could share the news with Tuuri and whoever she chose to 
tell. Teemu, at least. Perhaps the Swedish lieutenants, though Lalli still tended to consider 
them an afterthought. 


Eva and Lars remained quite happy to do no more than they had to—and they still found 
ways to complain about how much had been asked of them during this intense year—and 
Lalli remained as unimpressed with them as he had been at the outset of the project. But the 
rest of the Swedish contingent had won the grudging respect of the Finnish side. The young 
crews had started out greener than the spring leaves, but Emil's influence had been infectious, 
and they all worked hard, volunteered for extra shifts, and mimicked his friendly attitude 
toward the Finnish cleansers, instead of staying cliquish, as sometimes happened on these 
group projects. Lalli's countrymen usually had a tendency to keep to themselves as well, most 
having no way to communicate with their Nordic neighbors, but the young Swedes had made 
that quite impossible. They mingled freely among the Finns, swapping Swedish words for 
mangled Finnish and eagerly learning new skills from the experienced Finnish cleansers. 


Of course no one fit that description more than Elis. He wanted to learn everything Lalli 
could teach him about his gods and the worlds that Elis had never known existed till now. At 
least he'd gotten over his starry-eyed awe enough to no longer goggle over demonstrations, 


and he peppered Lalli with deep and unexpected questions whenever he got the chance. It 
was better than Matias and his meek obedience, but even Lalli struggled to answer the 
questions at times. They originated from a place and a viewpoint that Lalli could hardly 
imagine. Elis wanted to know where the gods came from and where magic had been before 
Year 0 and why it worked so differently for the different peoples of the world and why mages 
could reach one another through dreams. Most of these conversations tended to end with 
Lalli finally snapping in annoyance, "Because that's the way it is!" 


Honestly, Lalli was a bit terrified that the fellow could last as more than a summer-project 
fling for Tuuri. He could deal with Elis as a student. But he'd be just as happy not to have to 
spend holidays with him, too. Or maybe Tuuri could take him back to Finland and let him 
torture Onni a while instead. 


When they rejoined the railroad tracks and left the worst of Sveg behind, Emil nudged Lalli 
out of his thoughts by bringing his own horse alongside the beast and offering the canteen. 
Lalli spared him a slight smile and took it, drinking deep before handing the water back. 


"Want to eat anything?" Emil asked, rummaging through the sack he'd gotten from Tuva as 
he let his mare plod along without direction from him. When Lalli nodded, Emil pulled out 
the bread and cheese. Lalli took the pieces Emil broke off for him, stuffing one in his mouth 
before his smile could show. He approved of Emil's choices. The bread would start to get 
soggy in a bag with the cheese, as the cheese itself would sweat as the day heated up. Plus, 
they were the foods Lalli's preferred most out of the offhand selection they'd been given. 


Emil's eyes twinkled at him, and Lalli realized it was probably no coincidence. This he would 
miss, if he were to lose it after this season. He nearly had once already. 


Somehow he had nearly lost sight of Emil, though the Swede had been right beside him the 
entire time. It had been difficult clawing his way back from that, even more difficult than 
forgiving Emil for everything that had gone wrong after their first night or for risking 
everything when he'd come to Finland with illegal drugs. This time it hadn't simply been a 
matter of forgiving Emil for a grievous misunderstanding or letting him prove himself worthy 
of trust again. The enemy had been the entire situation that surrounded them day in and day 
out, and Lalli's own inability to let anything give. But they had made it through. They had 
learned how to survive together in Denmark, to love one another in Finland, to cherish each 
other in Sweden, and now they had finally constructed a way they could keep working 
together from now on. With the help of a couple possible protégés to lighten Lalli's load, 
they'd found their balance at last—if only they could convince those in charge that these new 
methods were as valuable to their own causes as they were to Lalli and Emil themselves. 


The morning passed in sunlit peace. The horses were walking at an easy pace, since neither 
rider wanted to wear them out so early in the day. Though the light would keep trolls away, 
beasts might wander close to the train tracks, and there was always the chance they might 


need to make a dash from some sort of trouble. That, and they didn't know how far they 
might be going that day. It could be just a few kilometers or dozens. Though it seemed hard 
to believe the Swedish half could be so far behind. They'd had 20 less kilometers to cover and 
about 60 more cleansers. 


Conversations flowed as easily and lazily between them as the insects buzzing through the 
still air. They slipped in and out of comfortable silence, punctuated only by the morning train 
roaring past them twice, once on its way south and again on its way north, forcing them to 
draw farther away from the line each time that it did. They refilled the canteen when they 
passed near a lake and drank their fill. When their stomachs began to hollow out once more, 
Emil glanced at the watch on his wrist. 


"Nearly one now," he remarked. They shared a look. 


Emil pulled the food bag around once again to rummage in it, and they ate the rest of the 
bread and cheese in the saddle. It wasn't as good as it had in the morning. Now the taste was 
soured by the pall that the afternoon was casting on their moods. They'd been able to set out 
by sunrise, but they'd found no sign of the Swedes in six hours. There were only six more 
hours till sunset and neither wanted to camp out this far into the Silent Lands without any sort 
of protection. If they didn't find the Swedes' camp by sundown, they agreed as they urged 
their horses faster, they would keep riding in the dark. At least there was no chance of getting 
lost with the train tracks to follow. 


Lalli had been counting the markers that dotted the train line, keeping track of how far they'd 
traveled. With each kilometer marker, the unease grew. How could they have come so far and 
still not found the other crews? They'd gone 20 kilometers by the time they ate lunch. They 
hit 27 an hour later, as their pace increased. By three in the afternoon, they'd traveled nearly 
37 kilometers, and that was when Lalli's sharp ears finally picked up the first faint echoes of 
axes. 


"I hear them," he said Emil, turning in the saddle. Emil's troubled expression reflected the 
feelings Lalli kept a tighter hold on. It was a relief to know they wouldn't be riding in the 
dark all night, but they were nearly 40 kilometers from Sveg! The northern flank had only 
had 100 kilometers to cover—meaning they'd barely made it over half the way in six months. 
Lalli bit back on the urge to make any comment yet, but Emil could probably tell what he 
was thinking all the same. Emil ought to be thinking the same thing, if he had even the 
reasonable amount of sense that Lalli thought he did. 


Riding side by side, they let the two horses pick their way over the scrubby land, no longer 
concerned about their pace. Before long, the first cleansers came into sight. Lalli's mouth, 
which had already been turning down at the corners, pressed into a flat line of disapproval. 
There were two cleansers standing about while the others near them worked, apparently as 
some sort of lookout, yet they didn't seem to notice him and Emil approaching until minutes 
after Lalli had first seen them in the distance. When they finally noticed the two of them 
approaching on horseback, these 'guards' visibly startled, looking back and forth at once 
another as if unsure whether this was cause for alarm or not. 


Emil raised a hand and gave a little wave, which seemed to put them at ease. Perhaps they 
recognized him then, even if Lalli's ash blond head and tunic—pretty clear hints at his 


Finnish origins—had given them pause at first. Once they rode up, Emil spoke first and 
asked, "Where can I find Captain Friberg?" 


They pointed north, and so Lalli and Emil rode on, passing by more and more cleansers as 
they navigated their way around other riders. Some of the people on the ground and on 
horseback clearly recognized Emil, whether they simply gave brief nods or called out passing 
greetings. Lalli watched all this without a word as he studied the scene. He'd thought he knew 
what the orthodox Swedish style of cleansing looked like. He'd seen the way they worked 
when he'd briefly been ordered to rest after their one bad beast attack of the year: one 
cleanser on watch in each trio, while the other two kept working. But here there were also a 
great number of other men and women on horseback, slowly wandering up and down the 
line. 


Confronted with the scene, he remembered that Emil had explained—back on the very first 
day when he'd insisted that Lalli needed a horse—that it was a normal part of their work 
culture in Sweden for officers to be on horseback. Lalli had mostly forgotten the remark since 
Emil and his officers simply let their horses graze while they joined in the work on the 
ground. Looking at the large number of riders here who weren't even breaking a sweat in the 
afternoon sun, he felt for the first time that he might owe even the terrible Lars and Eva a bit 
more credit than he'd given them. At least they pitched in and labored alongside their crews. 


Every unit of 15 to 20 cleansers had a lieutenant, and usually each lieutenant had a sergeant 
assigned to them. From the number of riders Lalli counted as they moved north, it seemed 
both the lieutenants and sergeants were patrolling on horseback rather than working. Add that 
to the third that were on standing about "on watch" at any given moment, and their progress 
of only 60 kilometers was growing less surprising. But no less annoying. 


They came upon a woman who might have been a decade or two older than them, and Lalli 
watched as Emil rode up close enough for their knees to bump against one another. They both 
reached across the small space between their horses and clasped one another's forearms in a 
quick greeting. 


"Emil! I didn't expect to see you here," the woman exclaimed, her voice surprisingly gravelly. 


Funny. Neither did we, Lalli thought sourly as he studied her. She had a bob of golden blond 
hair, somewhat like Emil had had when Lalli had first met him. Now Emil's hair stayed short, 
though it was a bit of a rough mess. Tuuri had been "helping" keep it trimmed, which had 
mixed results. Lalli had opted not to let her near him with scissors, so his hair now trailed a 
couple inches past his shoulders. 


The other captain glanced briefly at him but kept her words directed at Emil as she asked, 
"What are you doing this far north?" 


Exactly what I'd like to know. But Lalli kept his grim thoughts to himself still. He'd 
accompanied Emil to keep him alive and unharmed, but he knew he was an outsider here. 


Flashing one of his sheepish smiles, Emil explained, "We'd been expecting to find you in 
Sveg, but when we didn't..." 


Emil paused. Perhaps he was grasping for some polite way to ask where the hell they'd been. 
Before he did, Captain Friberg spoke again. "You've made it to Sveg?" The surprise in her 
voice was unmistakable, and Lalli's eyes narrowed. 


"Just yesterday," Emil explained. "We left our crews there to clear a camp site and build up 
some fortifications, since it seems we'll be there a while." The mention of "our crews" 
seemed to catch her attention, and she gave Lalli another measuring glance, her eyes 
lingering over his foreign features and clearly classifying him: Finn. But this time it was 
Emil's turn to push on before she might think of something to say. "What happened up here?" 
he asked, the hint of bewilderment clear in his voice. 


The other captain bristled. Emil's voice hadn't held any accusation but it seemed that even 
confusion didn't sit well with her. "We've had a rough time of things," she said in a stiffer 
tone than she'd used so far, after she'd greeted Emil in such a familiar way. "Brunflo was bad. 
We lost a trio there. And you know what it does to a crew, to lose anyone right at the start of 
the season. They were spooked and on edge for weeks after that, if not more. Then we had to 
pass through Hackas and Bergsviken, dealing with all the demolition..." She shook her head. 
"You got the lucky end, Emil. There were no real towns to speak of between Orsa and Sveg. 
No real troll pits to wade through." 


"We were lucky?" Lalli repeated, unable to keep his mouth shut any longer. "You're telling us 
you lost three cleansers before you'd stepped out your own doorstep! Brunflo isn't even five 
kilometers from the borders of Ostersund!" 


Friberg gaped. "And you are?" she asked at last, though she'd been happy enough to dismiss 
him till that moment. 


"Lalli Hotakainen." Emil introduced him with a gesture, explaining, "Lalli is our Finnish 
mage. He's also a scout by training, as you might have guessed from the fact that he's 
memorized the entire map of the line." 


"Your mage." Her voice was now as flat as the ground the rails ran on. "Right. Then 
perhaps it's his magic you have to thank for your easy progress this season." 


Lalli's vision went white with rage. But through the static filling his ears, he could still hear 
Emil's words as they spilled out of his captain in a flood that started calm and grew more 
heated with each sentence: "We do indeed have his magic to thank for our amazing progress, 
but none of it was easy. Our crews fought for every meter with sweat and, in some cases, 
blood. And Lalli gave more than anyone else to achieve that. We covered over 120 kilometers 
without losing a single cleanser in the amount of time it took your crews to cover only half 
that distance, even with the greater numbers on your side. If there was any luck involved, it 
was only the luck that brought him to our project!" 


Blinking, Lalli's eyes refocused on Emil. He kept his own expression blank, but he could see 
the offended outrage in the lines of Emil's face, even if the Swede was trying not to show it. 
"I am very sorry to hear of your crews' losses, Sara." His voice softened by a hair but hardly 
more than that. "I wish they'd had someone like Lalli at their side to look after them. And I 
hope you make it the rest of the way without any more trouble. Perhaps we'll see you in 
Sveg." 


The woman was still dumb with shock at the outburst. Lalli could sympathize with that at 
least, since he was at a loss for words himself, too. While Emil was no stranger to 
complaining, at least to those he trusted, he rarely snapped at others in anger. But before 
either Lalli or the other captain could recover enough to say anything, Emil turned, pulling on 
his reins to bring his horse about. With the mare faced south once, Emil glanced back over 
his shoulder and told Lalli, "Come on, Lalli. We should head back. Seems we've got a city to 
clear, and it looks like we're on our own." 


Chapter 19 


I'm projected like a bullet from a gun 

So take your final look at me, maybe even take my hand 
Steady on the staircase, come and chase the master plan 
Long way to get away, play it like a grand slam 

This is no encore, we have only just begun 


- Get Out While You Can, James Bay 


19 EMIL 


Emil and Lalli rode away from the Swedish captain, past the other lieutenants and sergeants, 
past the cleansers working and the cleansers standing in the field—all without another word 
or glance between them. In unspoken understanding, they both kicked the sides of their 
horses and urged them into a canter, quickly leaving the northern crews behind. It wasn't until 
the Swedish cleansers were completely out of sight that Emil slowed his old mare back to a 
walk and then waited for Lalli to pull alongside him. One look told him that Lalli was still 
bristling with anger, his eyes narrowed into a glare that stared far off into the distance. 


Since he was watching that beloved face, Emil saw when finally Lalli looked his way, a 
minute or so after their horses had fallen into step together. The mage rolled his eyes with a 
sigh. Now that it was just the two of them again, he loosened up enough to remark, "Well, 
that went well. Was it what you'd had planned?" 


Emil couldn't help a short laugh. "Telling off my former commander and riding off in a huff 
to make a point? No, that wasn't what I'd had planned." 


"That was your former commander?" Lalli asked, showing a hint of curiosity and maybe even 
looking the tiniest bit mollified. 


Nodding, Emil explained, "I was one of her lieutenants, before I was named captain myself, 
and I was a sergeant under her before that. I worked three seasons under her in total." He 
could see Lalli softening, so he kept going. "She's not bad at her job, you know," he insisted. 
He may have been the one to lose his temper the fullest, but he did feel guilty about it. He 
didn't want Lalli to think too badly of Sara, who had always been a decent captain. "She 
works hard, and she looks after her crews, never demanding more of them than she's willing 
to do herself." He swung his horse closer, letting his knee bump against Lalli's. It only lasted 


a moment before his mare shied away from the black beast's flank. "Friberg isn't to blame 
here. Not really." 


"It's just the Swedish system that's broken then? That's what you want to tell me?" 


They rode on in silence for a few minutes before Emil said, "Well, isn't that why we're trying 
to fix it?" 


Lalli snorted to himself, muttering, "So you admit it's broken." 


"Or at least that it could be better." When Lalli preened, obviously feeling he'd won this 
round, Emil shot him a tolerating look. "Just like the Finnish system could be." 


The amusement fell from Lalli's face, and he kicked his heels into the sides of his black beast. 
Emil laughed as spurred his horse forward as well and drew alongside him once more, 
keeping pace with Lalli as they cantered down the line. "You disagree?" he called to the Finn, 
over the heavy sounds of the hooves striking the ground. "You don't think we've achieved 
something here better than either the Swedes or Finns ever have alone? Cleansing this much 
land in a single season without losing one person?" 


When Lalli still didn't answer, Emil kept pushing. "And last year didn't we make it to Eno 
with time to spare, doing better than anyone believed we would?" The horses carried on 
beneath them, eating up the many meters that lay between them and—home? Did you call a 
rambling campsite home? It was the closest they had to one right now, anyway. "Wouldn't 
you say we do better when we combine our strengths? That we're making something pretty 
amazing here together?" 


Lips clamped together, Lalli rode onward in stony silence for many long moments. Then his 
eyes slid to Emil, and he cocked an eyebrow. "Oh, are we? Just you and me?" 


Laughter burst from Emil. "I meant our crews, in fact," he corrected Lalli, his answering grin 
rueful. "But really, it's all you. It always has been." 


Lalli shook his head. They rode south for a while without further words, the silence easy for 
Emil despite Lalli's stormy face. 


"Such a fool," he muttered at last, so low that the words were mostly lost in the pounding of 
the horse's hoofs. 


"What?" Emil asked, making sure he'd caught the words correctly. 


When there wasn't an answer, Emil asked again until Lalli snapped back: "You! You're 
always such a fool!" 


Then he kicked his horse ahead, though not before Emil could see the pink flush riding high 
on his cheekbones. Emil urged his mare to catch up, calling teasingly, "You're the one who 
loves this fool, so what does that make you?" He wasn't offended in the least, being fluent 
enough in Lalli to guess that the Finn was simply embarrassed by his declaration, and 


perhaps—if Emil dared flattered himself—trying in his own awkward way to insist that Emil 
had also had some significant part in their success. 


"The biggest fool of all, apparently!" Lalli snapped back in a defiant tone. His eyes darted 
toward Emil then away again. "Following you as you gallop away from a safe camping spot 
for the night to race back down the line before night falls. Did you have any plan? Did you 
even think about whether we'd be able to make it back to Sveg before dark?" 


Emil grinned, his heart feeling full as they bickered. "Of course not! And come on, Lalli. 
Give yourself a bit of credit. You've done much stupider things than this for me." 


"Like considering moving to Sweden?" Lalli smirked at the tracks leading straight ahead of 
them. "You're right. Madness. I should reconsider." 


Even after more than a month of stability, the thought still made Emil's heart stumble. 
They'd stepped back from the brink and come far enough back from that edge that now they 
could smile again and band together once more toward their common goal—their shared 
drive to see this project to a smashing success. But even joking about Lalli leaving still 
caused something to constrict painfully in Emil's chest. "No need," he claimed, as he kicked 
his old mare forward. "Because we're going to clear that whole city before the northern crew 
arrives. We're going to show them all!" 


They kept their horses at a canter as they hurried back south along the line, racing against the 
coming evening and their growing hunger. They didn't slow until they reached the northern 
edges of Sveg. Once the first homes came into sight, they finally set their horses to walking 
again, though they were growing fairly comfortable after crossing the city so many times in 
the past two days. They'd taken two different routes through the old settlement so far: first 
following the train tracks directly, and that morning riding straight north from the eastern 
bridge across the river. This time they set out along the old roads as soon as they entered 
Sveg, traversing the farthest eastern part of the city so far. 


They didn't break the silence as they rode through the grass-choked streets of broken asphalt. 
Emil didn't want to distract Lalli when he knew the mage would be attending to all his senses 
in case anything else decided to come out for a stroll in the twilight gloom. But in fact it was 
Lalli who spoke first. He pulled on his horse's reins and brought them both to a stop in the 
shadow a great hulking shape that towered meters over the surrounding structures. They had 
passed it that morning as well, but Lalli's eye seemed caught by it now. 


"Is that...?" Lalli asked, his voice still carefully low. 


Emil craned his head back to look up at the giant decaying figure that seemed to watch over 
the square they were passing through. It appeared to have been made from many layers of 
wood, though there were holes gaping through it now and some trees growing around and in 


it. He could only think of one likely answer. "A bear?" he hazarded. Even if the features had 
been softened by decades of exposure, the bulky torso and short thick legs were still clear 
enough, along with the two lumps on the small head that must have once been round ears. 


"Olemme molemmat kaukana kotoa, emmek6é? Otso..." Lalli murmured to himself, staring up 
at the figure another few seconds before he seemed to shake himself and rode on, with just 
one more glance backward. 


They passed through the town's remains and as the river bridge came into view, Emil was 
proud to see a roughshod barricade in their path, the ground around it scattered with sawdust 
and chips of green wood. Lalli lifted his hand and whistled the signal for rangers returning. It 
was picked up and echoed across the small island, met with shouts and calls to action as the 
electrified trip wires across the bridge were disabled. 


The entire ride back, Emil had still felt a frizzle of unease about the way he and Lalli had 
parted with Captain Friberg, worried about the ramifications of alienating one of the few 
ranked allies he'd had left. But it was impossible keep hold of that worry once the barricade 
was dismantled and hauled aside enough for he and Lalli to slip through single-file on 
horseback. There was no room for anything of the sort when they were surrounded by a noisy 
crowd of their men and women, with more streaming toward them from wherever they'd each 
set up camp. 


The evening air was filled with a lively cacophony of Finnish and Swedish as questions flew 
at both he and Lalli from their respective crews. Each turning to face their countrymen, they 
spoke over one another, relating what they'd seen and what they'd learned—even if it was in 
rather different tones of voice. Lalli's quieter recitation in Finnish was still somehow heard by 
Teemu and the others, as Emil took a louder drubbing from his young rookies. They were 
having a good time joking about how he'd gotten out of the hard work by taking a nice ride 
all day. Then they were trying to pull him away from Lalli to show him all they'd gotten done 
while he was gone. Emil didn't get out more than Lalli's name, by way of farewell, but it 
didn't take more any more than that. Lalli raised his hand in a brief wave, sparing Emil a 
quick and knowing glance before he turned right back to his commander. 


So Emil swung down from his mare and toured the island, as the small gaggle of ten or 
twelve cleansers took him to see the barricades they'd set up on each bridge. The number of 
men and women didn't stay constant. Some joined as they saw Emil's group walking by and 
others left to go back to whatever it was they'd been doing before his return. 


He admired the tall, solid barricades at each bridge and the rings of sensors they'd set in 
concentric circles looping the shores of the small island. The crew took him to see the pond 
on the east side of the island, and the rough frames of saunas that had already gone up there. 
Emil laughed to himself—he'd been half joking when he'd suggested it—and he laughed even 
harder when the Swedes insisted that it hadn't been their handy work. It had been the Finns 
who had set right to this particular task, without any encouragement. But they all looked 
forward to enjoying the fruit of this labor. 


Then they turned to the west side of the island, where there had been a few moldering 
buildings still standing from a different age. One they'd salvaged and already revived as a sort 
of makeshift kitchen and dining hall. Emil had rarely been more glad to see the trio of crones 


that cooked for them, and he took the plate they pushed onto him without even a pretense of 
hesitation. Lalli would find his way here eventually, and there was no sense in both of them 
continuing to go hungry. 


Shoveling spoonfuls of potato into his mouth, Emil listened as Mira, one of the young 
sergeants, explained how she and Tuuri had already worked up plans for crews to ride down 
to the train tracks in the morning to meet the northbound train for their usual shipment of 
food, laundry, and sundry supplies. Walking around the bustling camp with his plate in one 
hand, Emil saw the familiar rows of tents set up around the Old World buildings. But there 
were signs of settling in for longer than the overnight camps they'd had all season. Latrines 
had been dug at each far end of the area, fenced off with woven thickets of branches to 
provide some semblance of privacy. There were several large bonfires already burning here 
and there, and cleansers seated on stumps that served as chairs as they played cards and told 
stories and threw bits of forest debris into the fires. 


Lalli arrived some time later, among the crowd of Finns that had greeted them at the gate, and 
Emil lifted his empty plate with a sheepish grin, waving toward the new kitchen to indicate 
where food could be found. He could see Lalli rolling his eyes across the meters that 
separated them. Then he watched as Lalli disentangled himself from the others to make a 
beeline for his late dinner. 


At last they came together again, Tuuri and Teemu joining along with Emil's lieutenants and 
sergeants (except Lars, who had skulked off somewhere to no-one's surprise) and Lalli's 
protégés. They discussed the situation and the fact that they couldn't expect any help from the 
north for weeks, if not longer. The original schedule had obligated the Finns to stay at least 
through the first weeks of October, as the Swedes had done in Saimaa the year before. That 
gave them two or three weeks with the city, or more if Teemu wanted to order his crews to 
stay in Sweden longer. He didn't seem too inclined as he was presented with yet more 
evidence that the Swedish army had failed so spectacularly to hold up their end of the deal. 
But he agreed that he would consider it, based on how progress went in these weeks, out of 
respect for Emil and the work they'd done together over the past year and a half of 
collaborations. 


It was decided that Lalli and his students would hit the town the next day—with a couple 
cleansers accompanying each of the Swedish magelings in case they ran into trouble—to do a 
survey of the town and mark buildings based on threat level. They didn't want to start off any 
noisy explosions without checking first if they were about to find themselves surrounded by 
giants. The two Swedes would start marking each "hot" building or ruin, dividing the 
southern blocks between them to the east and west, while Lalli would make a quicker circuit 
of the rest of Sveg with a map. The rest of the cleansers would work on the other side of the 
river, still needing to clear the last kilometer south of the city. They should be able to make it 
a day without their mage guard. Then they would regroup the next night with Lalli's map and 
make further plans. 


When Lalli and Emil finally retreated back to the tent that Tuuri had made Elis set up for 
them, off toward the shore and at the edge of the camp, Emil could hardly remember the 
worry he'd felt riding along the train tracks. The quiet chatter from the glowing camp behind 
them and the calm man pacing beside him left his chest too full for anything so useless. He 


caught himself smiling, though there wasn't any obvious reason to. Lalli spotted him at it and 
asked suspiciously, "What?" 


"Just glad to be back home tonight, I guess," he said with a shrug, letting his smile grow into 
a unrepentant grin. 


"Home?" Lalli repeated the word, his skeptical look back at the tents behind them clear 
enough to read. But then he surprised Emil with a considering hum as he turned back, eyes 
fixed on their tent as they approached it. "I suppose you're right. It is good to be back." He 
bent and caught the flap of the tent as they reached the front of it, casting a sly look back at 
Emil. "I'm not sure I could have stayed the night at that northern camp without getting us 
both in more trouble. They made me want to scream." 


Emil was laughing as he followed Lalli into the tent, both of them sitting to pull off their 
boots and line them up. "I'm glad I don't have to be the one to break the news to you that you 
have a bit of a bad temper," he quipped, rolling over to grab Lalli and drag the mage down 
onto the bedroll with him. 


Lalli shoved his arms straight out, putting a good amount of distance between them. "I do not 
have a bad temper," he insisted. But there was a glint of humor in his eyes that told Emil that 
he knew they were playing. "I have good sense." 


Agreeing with a tone that made it perfectly clear he was only placating his lover, Emil 
laughed as Lalli swatted at him and as they bickered and tickled and curled into one another 
in the shadowed privacy of their small haven. Nights at the camp like this had come to fill 
him with a warm glow like he'd felt when sharing his apartment with Lalli in Ostersund. Like 
the bright warmth he'd felt when they visited his aunt and uncle. They'd made this together— 
this miraculous convergence of people and ideas and camaraderie—and Emil was determined 
to protect it. And the best way he could think to do that was by proving to the world that it 
was something worth protecting. And that was why they were going to see this miraculous 
season through to the end. 


Chapter 20 


Chapter Notes 


A warning to any who might be returning to this story after the very long break: In the 
last week or so, I've gone through and made numerous edits to past chapters that I'd been 
unhappy with. The majority of changes are from about Chapter 10 onward. If you don't 
have the time to go back and see what's changed, rest assured that you can carry on 
reading without needing to do so. The general shape remains the same—communication 
breaks down between Emil and Lalli as they struggle to adjust to working together in 
this stressful new environment, until Emil finally forces the point and pleads with Lalli 
to stop shutting him out. I've only tried to sand off some of the rough corners and 
connect the dots a little better where I could. 


They say the more you love the harder you fall 

But I would rather hurt than nothing at all 

Through the good, through the bad, through the lonely 
T always rescue you 

You always rescue me 


- Rescue, James Bay 


20 LALLI 


Lalli left his students behind with one last wave, setting off at a light jog across the city. He 
would start at the farthest northeast edge and sweep his way back toward the point they'd all 
started out from, beneath the shadow of the great wooden bear in the middle of Sveg. He 
would be covering two-thirds of the city on his own, while his students—together with their 
guard of two cleansers each—would divide the other third between them. 


On light feet, he slipped north down one street and then east along another for block after 
block, glancing from side to side at the abandoned buildings around him. They were certainly 


worse for wear but not as bad as some he'd seen. More significant than their physical state, 
though, was the relatively empty feeling of the neighborhoods he passed through. There were 
bad things, but nothing so far that made his senses scream or that would suggest anything like 
large giants or a dense infestation of trolls. 


It helped of course that this had been a small, sparsely populated town by the standards of the 
Old World. They had received data about the region together with maps at the start of the 
project, and Sveg had only ever had around 2,000 inhabitants, and even that was spread over 
a couple kilometers. Unlike those tall dense blocks of buildings in the cities like Copenhagen, 
there were few buildings here that would've had more than a handful of people living in 
them. In the hush that hung over the city, only quiet murmurs and weak cries for help and 
peace curled around the edges of his attention. No desperate screams, no angry roars. 


His two young Swedes didn't seem to hear the cries so far. Lalli wasn't sure if it was simply 
outside the realm of what the other Scandinavians were capable of, or if they could learn to 
do it with time. He wasn't sure he would wish it on them, even if it could be learned. Though 
he relied on the sounds of the cries as much as his other senses in order to detect danger, they 
also never left you alone. It had taken him years to learn not to be distracted by the pleas, 
when he'd been a child and first training in the Silent World. That name had never seemed so 
inappropriate as when he'd struggled as a boy to hear anything past the clamor. 


Perhaps Elis and Matias were the lucky ones, with enough sense to know there might be 
danger around but free from hearing the pain of the damned. But even the damned had mostly 
deserted this place. Or perhaps they'd died before turning. He was curious enough to start 
poking into some of the homes as he passed farther out into the suburbs that stretched along 
to the east. The homes were more overgrown here, the wilderness at the edge of the city 
creeping back among, around, and over the remains of the buildings. And, in some cases, the 
remains of their inhabitants. 


Out here, many people seemed to have chosen their own ends. Or perhaps they hadn't chosen. 
Lalli supposed a number of them might have run out of food before the disease or the 
diseased got them. But most of the bones he found tucked under blankets or tangled together 
in what was left of a bed were free of any of the mutations typical of the rash. Looking down 
at a pair of skulls nestled close together, as though the twosome had laid down together to 
die, Lalli found himself pausing over the tableau longer than he usually would. 


How many hundreds or thousands of the long-dead had he come across in his work? Portraits 
of humans in their final moments. In pain and at peace. The sketches of parents, drawn in 
carbon white lines, cradling the tiny remains of their fragile children even in death. Fellow 
men and women who had died in horrible ways. They normally earned no more of his 
attention than the dancing branches of the trees or hulking skeletons of ancient vehicles to be 
clambered over. His worry was the ones who still suffered, not those who had moved on and 
found rest already. But today he stopped and gazed down at this couple. 


There wasn't enough tissue left clinging to their bones to tell what they might have looked 
like, how old they might have been, or even if they'd been men or women. But something 
about their position—one leg tucked between the legs of its mate, their hands entwined, 
foreheads pressed against one another—made him wish Emil were beside him. Had these two 


known how little time they might have together, in those twilight days of the old world? How 
much longer would Lalli have with Emil? Would he go back to Finland in just weeks? Or 
would he send in his resignation and remain, even without knowing what a future in this land 
could offer him? 


Backing out of the room as if not to disturb the private picture, Lalli continued on his careful 
crossing of the town, his long fingers hooked around the map rolled up in his left hand, a 
pencil tucked between them. Every block or two, he paused to mark his findings. Which 
houses seemed to contain any sort of life, if you called such monstrosity life. He would get 
them a clean death and the peace of release soon enough. 


Single exes marked buildings that contained minor threats. Double exes marked those that 
had felt bad enough for him to hang back from even drawing too near. But after his first 
sweep from east to west, there had still only been three of these. He turned back to make a 
pass from west to east on the next set of streets, continuing to mark each building on the map 
for its threat level as he went. And the level remained far lower than he would have expected 
for a formerly inhabited region. So far, he saw little sign that their combined Swedish and 
Finnish forces should have any trouble clearing the town in the next weeks. 


Which meant that the end of this project was just around the corner. If he'd been asked 
months ago, nothing would have been more welcome relief but now... Lalli shook his head. 
After all the suffering, they had arrived at a place that Lalli didn't think he wanted to leave. 
He liked discovering what his odd proteges were capable of and pushing them to try new 
things no Icelandic mage might teach them. He enjoyed the active trust of the young Swedish 
cleansers, who had welcomed his protection with a wonder and admiration he was unused to. 
His powers were respected in Finland. But also expected. They meant his opinions were 
given a certain amount of weight, but they didn't mean that people had to like him. Many of 
the young Swedes, as their captain had first done years ago, seemed to actually like him, 
despite all his prickling and his moods. 


He would always miss scouting and being alone in a wild place, uncovering its secrets with 
nothing but his wits and skill to rely on. But with a bit more manpower, perhaps he could also 
find more time and an argument for why he should also do that. If they had managed to 
convince that woman general of Emil's that Lalli should remain with their crews. Then 
perhaps he would be able to define this new role for himself, making it whatever he wanted it 
to be rather than simply what a mage could or should be in his own homeland. 


And maybe he would get to spend every winter in that apartment in Ostersund. It had been 
good. He'd spent a few days there, luxuriating in the private little sanctuary and wandering 
out only when he wanted to. Thumbing through Emil's life, watching the city out the window, 
dozing on the sofa, listening to the music—the music! Emil had an old record player and a 
small collection of Old World records. Some were unlike anything Lalli had ever heard. 
When Emil had been gone at work, Lalli had played them over and over, his ear nearly to the 
vinyl surface spinning beneath his face as he studied the grooves and wondered at how the 
sound of an entire orchestra could come from a needle scratching over a hunk of inanimate 
material. 


When he had needed air and water and life, he had slipped out to explore that vast market that 
contained more wonders and products than he'd ever seen under a single roof or wandered 
through the large park along the water—sometimes even farther out of the city. And then he 
would come home, skin cold and nose pink, to find Emil cooking in the kitchen and turning 
at the sound of him opening the door with the key he'd been given, delight blooming on the 
Swede's face. Lalli's heart knocked in his chest as he remembered such scenes. 


For a while now, he hadn't wanted to look at what lay on the other side of this project. But as 
sorry as he would be to say good-bye to what they'd made here, he could welcome a return to 
such cozy winter days. With the memories warming him, Lalli told himself he should speak 
with Teemu before long about what might happen when the time came for the Finnish 
cleansers to leave. 


When he had completed his half of the city, Lalli came back to where they had all parted 
ways and flung himself onto the ground beneath the remains of the bear of Sveg. There were 
still a couple hours of daylight left. Lalli leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, and 
wondered if he should go help cover some of his kids' areas. But he was tired. And hungry. 
There'd been no lunch, only long hours jogging up and down the old streets on his feet, 
covering twice the area that the other two were splitting between them. 


Propping his face up on the heel of one hand, Lalli scanned the remains of the city for signs 
of life or any hint that Elis or Matias might be on their way back. He hadn't talked to either 
yet about the winter or what their plans might be. He'd finally gotten in touch with Onni the 
previous night, though, to start things moving. His cousin had been surprised by his visit and 
even more surprised by his request. Onni had probably never expected the day to come when 
Lalli would ask him to secure Reynir's help. But Reynir was the only person Lalli knew of 
who might be able to help locate an Iceland-trained mage to aid him in his experiments. 


Lalli's best hope was that they might find some Norwegian mage who would be willing to 
come to Sweden for a time that winter, to meet with Elis and Matias. Or at least an Icelandic 
mage who could speak Norwegian or Swedish. Elis might know Icelandic, though Lalli 
wasn't sure—either way, it seemed unlikely Matias could. Lalli certainly couldn't. And Tuuri 
couldn't stick around forever to play intepreter, unless she actually went and quit her job to 
give things a real go with Elis. Lalli grimaced at the thought. 


If they could get a willing mage to come for even a week or two, they could at least test 
whether the Swedes had any power to channel into runes and those other methods of 
Icelandic magic that Lalli had only a passing familiarity with. He'd have to get the mage and 
his students all in one place, though. He'd never bothered to ask where his protégés were 
from, but he supposed Elis must be from Mora. That was where Emil had gone to school, 
Lalli recalled. 


Of course, this was assuming that he would still be here through the winter. 


But if things looked good enough with the Swedish military, if Lalli stayed the whole winter 
and never stepped onto that ferry back to Finland—perhaps he could order Matias and Elis to 
spend the entire off season in Ostersund. Or get Emil to do it, as a captain. He should be able 
to order around a couple of junior recruits, right? If they would just stay close enough, then 
he could keep teaching them how the world appeared to him and how they might affect it. He 
would finally have the time and energy for some of the experiments he'd been mulling over in 
off moments. Perhaps they'd even find some new way to meld Icelandic and Finnish magic, 
bringing together the most useful aspects of both for the work they did. At least the thought 
of a Finn like him being the father of a new school of magic for the godless Swedes provided 
Lalli with some dark amusement, though it would also probably give him plenty of 
headaches as well. 


If he stayed. If he could. 


Exhaling heavily, Lalli leaned forward and unrolled the map he'd marked up, counting once 
again the number of houses he'd marked as low or high threats. The number had remained 
reasonable throughout the day, and he had likely found at least one reason why. There'd been 
evidence of a bad attack on the east side of the city. It looked as though trolls must have made 
their way through nearly a city block before being stopped. Almost all of the homes in the 
surrounding blocks were empty, apparently abandoned by their owners, and more than half 
the homes for several more blocks as well. It seemed likely many of the city's residents had 
quit the town after seeing what the infected could do to them. Lalli doubted that fleeing to 
other towns, or to the wilds that were quickly becoming filled with monsters as well in those 
days, had been much kinder to them. But at least it had left this town relatively barren. 


Studying the map, he estimated how long it might take the cleansers to clear each house of 
threats so demolition work could begin. There were over a hundred threats on his side of 
town, but most were so weak that it shouldn't take ten minutes for a couple cleansers to go in 
and finish off the single troll or two in each one. Even rounding up and guessing that there 
might be three hundred or so in the entire city, or more, it shouldn't even take the week for 
their crews to eliminate them all. More like days. 


Then the work would begin on destroying it all, he supposed. They were to widen the area 
around the train tracks, but it would be best to bring down any structure that could serve as a 
future troll nest, providing shelter during the long winter months and so close to a critical 
train line used by civilians. 


Unless there were a better option. 


Lalli studied the map once more, his thoughts feeling out an impossible idea. It was nonsense 
even to consider it, and he might only embarrass himself if he brought it up to Emil and 
Teemu. And yet... His eyes rose to the building across the street, tracing over its lines and 
judging how sturdy it looked. It was an ICA supermarket, like the one in Ostersund, only not 
reborn into a second life like that one had been. This had been a year of impossible ideas and 
improbable achievements. Why stop now? 


Elis was the first to arrive back at the bear, calling out to Lalli loudly as he approached from 
the southeast. The shout set Lalli's teeth on edge, as the Swede ignored the very first law of 
life in the Silent World. Lalli waved him closer with a flap of his hand and a glare, not 


lowering himself to the level of shouting back. Elis hurried over with his two cleansers in 
tow. 


"How was your half?" Elis asked with his casual cheeriness, appearing to laugh at himself as 
he said ruefully, "You still managed to beat us back on your own, huh?" 


Lalli didn't point out that he'd done more than half of the city. Instead, he gave a quick nod 
and answered. "The north wasn't bad. There are infestations, but almost all small. And the 
southwest?" 


"Same," Elis said. He squatted near Lalli and peered at the map he held. "Around here, if I 
remember right." He circled a few blocks with his finger. "I think that was the densest area, 
but still it was, like, what? Maybe one out of every five or six houses that had any sort of 
presence." 


Lalli was still grilling Elis about how he'd marked the buildings with the paint he'd taken with 
him when Matias arrived with his guard. They compared notes quickly, making a few more 
marks on the map while their memories were fresh, then Lalli stood, slapping the road dust 
from his backside as did. The details they discussed as they walked back toward their island 
camp. Matias's report was much the same as Elis's had been, only delivered with far more 
nervous uncertainty. He never did seem to outgrow that nervousness, happily following the 
other student's lead as Elis usually charged ahead, rushing straight into action with or without 
thinking. 


That was part of why it didn't surprise Lalli when Elis was the one to suggest a crazy notion 
as they strolled past a well-preserved temple to some old world religion. Elis was always the 
one to have big ideas and speak his mind. What surprised Lalli was the fact that Elis had 
arrived at the same conclusion as he had. Either he was rubbing off on Elis or Elis was 
rubbing off on him—or perhaps the idea just wasn't that impossible after all. With a quelling 
look leveled at his excitable protégé, Lalli gave a slight nod. "I'd actually had the same 
thought," he admitted. "I will talk to Emil and see." 


Chapter 21 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


And I don't want to slow down, 

Want to jump, want to fly, want to fall, 
I want to hit the ground running 

Do you want to marry me? 


- One Life, James Bay 


21 EMIL 


By all appearances, Tuuri was in heaven and not particularly inclined to leave it. 


"I'm not going anywhere," she scoffed, waving Emil away with one hand as the other held the 
book in front of her open. "I'm going to be here all night. Heck, leave me here all winter—no 
one would even need to know. It would be perfectly safe, if we could just get some electric 
fencing up by then." 


"You're joking," Emil said, with a laugh in his voice. Then he stopped laughing. "You are 
joking, right, Tuuri?" 


"Should I be?" she asked, her eyes going back to the titles of the books lined up on the shelf 
to her left. She gave a shout of triumph. "Another! I knew it!" 


"Another what?" Emil asked stupidly, feeling lost. He scanned the titles on the books, not 
sure what she was seeing that he wasn't. 


"Another new book that's not listed in the Record of Extant Swedish Texts! That's the sixth 
I've come across so far, and I've only started checking. We've got stacks to go through 
already, and that's just from the first twenty houses. We haven't even started in on the old city 
library." 


Peering over her shoulder at the reference book she was reading from, he asked, "Where did 
you even get that from?" Then he answered his own question, realizing who it had to be. 
"Elis. Of course." 


They'd been three days at it so far, this revolutionary idea that Lalli had proposed. Emil had 
been struck speechless for several seconds when Lalli had come back from his scouting that 
first night and suggested that maybe they shouldn't simply burn everything down. Sure, that 
usual process would take just days, a couple of weeks tops, if they had enough explosives. 
But what if, instead, they saved as much as they could? 


Normally cleansing operations were run on such tight schedules, and with no more than a 
handful of cats to help them judge what dangers the ancient structures could hold, that taking 
the time to thoroughly raid a former settlement for valuable cultural finds was rarely done. A 
cleanser might grab some small prize that caught their eye as they went through old houses, if 
there were something that could fit into a pocket or be slipped into a bag without the need to 
stop work. But methodically searching through buildings and salvaging what was usable or 
valuable had hardly been done since the early years, before humanity had rebuilt the skills 
needed to produce their own goods. And since then, the struggle to expand their safe borders 
to live without fear had taken precedence over anything like exploring ancient ruins for more 
pieces of the past. Except for the first and last foray into the Silent World that had taken Emil, 
Lalli, and Tuuri into Denmark, that is. 


They'd debated the idea that night, sitting around an ancient table in the Stordns folkpark 
building, on the island they'd temporarily claimed as their own. Teemu had seen little need to 
take such an action, this not being his land. Tuuri had naturally been of the exact opposite 
stance, ecstatic at the thought of getting to sift through an entire settlement's cultural artifacts. 
Elis had backed her up, not only because they were sleeping together (which everyone knew, 
even if they seemed to think they weren't obvious about it—Emil wondered if he and Lalli 
were just as obvious) but also because his own academic interest in the idea. Matias had 
meekly nodded along with a shrug, never going to disagree with his teacher or the outspoken 
Elis. 


The two Swedish sergeants, Tove and Mira, had both been supportive while both of their 
lieutenants had been reluctant. Eva didn't think it was worth taking on extra labor after such a 
long, hard summer, and Lars didn't think it was ever worth taking on extra labor, under any 
circumstance. And if they agreed to do this thing, it would surely be more work to organize 
and run than simple demolition would be. 


It had been an even enough split among all the project leaders that it had come down to Emil 
to make a choice. It probably would have anyway. And in his mind and heart, the choice had 
been made as soon as Lalli had let the first words spill with a rare light in his eyes. 


This was how they would do it. They had already proven how much faster they were with 
Lalli there. They had made it farther and faster than any crew in history, able to reclaim entire 
train lines in a single season. Now they were going to show that they could reclaim entire 
towns, preserving the rare resources they might still hold. They would present the Swedish 
army with this bounty, and surely it would be proof enough that this was the way of the 
future. This was how they would claim their future together. 


Of course Emil had given his okay to the idea. They'd spent the night hammering out plans 
for the next day and divvying up crews for the tasks they would start tackling. The first 
priority would be manually clearing the threats that were still present in the heart of the city, 


then setting up perimeters that could prevent anything more from wandering in. Once that 
was done, most of the cleansers could take their time with the demo of the remaining 
buildings across the river or tackling the more ambitious areas, such as the hospital buildings 
that still stood near the train tracks or the factories that lay beyond them, while a smaller 
force would start going through ancient homes one by one. 


At last the meeting had broken up and everyone had streamed to the new saunas the Finns 
had worked nonstop to finish. Amid the heat and sweat, there'd been wilder speculation and 
laughter about the craziness of what they were proposing, a thrill of nervousness running 
through their excitement. Emil had met Lalli's gray eyes with a private smile, his heart 
swelling when the mage's lips curved up in return, a quiet determination burning in his face. 


Walking back to their isolated tent with their bodies still steaming in the crisp autumn night, 
they'd leaned into each other, talking quietly as Lalli shared with Emil with his frank opinions 
of the town, opening up even more than he would in front of Teemu and the others. Tangled 
on their shared sleeping mats, they'd talked about how things might go, hope bubbling giddily 
beneath the surface of their words. And in the end, it turned out they needn't have worried 
about a thing. It hadn't even taken three whole days to eliminate the scattered threats left in 
the city, with the guidance of Lalli and his two protégés. Tuuri had arranged for necessary 
equipment to be sent up the line, directing the cleansers left to her as they staged handcarts 
and sturdy wooden crates. Emil had led crews around the borders of Sveg, clearing out all of 
the outlying areas and securing new perimeters for the city. And between all that, they'd 
reached out to Emil's commander. 


That was why Major Karlsson was on her way down on the evening train to Mora, which 
would make an irregular stop in Sveg to let her off. They would have over an hour with her 
before the northbound train would make a similar stop on its way back to Ostersund, pausing 
long enough for her to jump back aboard and saving her from spending the night in a 
borrowed sleeping roll. Emil had been hoping Tuuri would come to the tracks with him. She 
had a better idea than him what they'd actually found so far, since he'd been out working 
amid the cleansers dawn to dusk, but it was turning out more difficult than he'd expected to 
drag her away from the artifacts that had begun streaming in. 


"You're really not coming, Tuuri?" 


She paused long enough to meet his eyes. "You don't need me there, Emil. You go meet your 
major at the station, show her the rest of the town and what you've accomplished along the 
way here. Amaze her with all the progress we made this year." Her gray eyes, so like and 
unlike Lalli's, twinkled up at him. "It'll buy me more time to go through the latest deliveries, 
in case there's anything even more valuable here. I won't find them if I'm jogging back and 
forth across the town with you." 


He opened his mouth and closed it again. His nerves were starting to nip at him the closer 
that Karlsson came to arriving in Sveg, and Tuuri seemed to recognize it. She snapped her 
book shut for a moment, freeing up a hand to squeeze his arm in reassurance. "Don't worry. 
This is going to work." 


"I know," Emil agreed. He straightened his shoulders and took a deep breath. "I know it will." 


Despite what he'd told Tuuri, though, Emil's feet were heavy on his solitary walk to the 
station. The truth was that he had absolutely no idea what sort of reaction he could expect 
from Karlsson. It would be the first time they'd met face to face since Emil had left Ostersund 
in a huff to try to wrestle as many new recruits to his command as he could. And that was 
after he'd stormed into her office looking for—no, more like demanding—explanation for the 
change in plans that had left the Finns on their own in the south. The last time he'd seen his 
commanding officer, they'd been glaring at one another across her desk, both outraged at the 
other's behavior. But that had been over six months ago. Would she have thawed some, if 
she'd heard the reports of their progress? She was taking the time to come down and see it for 
herself. That had to mean something. 


"There is no way she can look at what we've done here and deny that it's been a success." 


Lalli's cool voice was so in sync with what Emil was trying to tell himself that it took Emil 
several seconds to realize that he wasn't only hearing his own thoughts. He turned his head 
and started, unsure when the mage had sidled up beside him on the new platform the 
cleansers had slapped together from freshly split lumber. The wood was still green and 
bleeding sap beneath their boots. They'd put it together for the major's visit and with the 
optimistic hope that maybe others would be coming to Sveg in the future, too, if all went 
well. 


Some of the heaviness seeped out of Emil as his eyes moved over Lalli's calm profile. "You 
came." 


Lalli lifted one shoulder momentarily, barely a shrug. "If anyone needs a translator, they can 
find Tuuri. Or they can just wait an hour or two." 


Emil wrapped his hand around the back of Lalli's neck, pulling him closer for a moment to 
press their foreheads together. "Thanks," he murmured before letting go, some of the silky 
strands of Lalli's hair coming lose from his ponytail as Emil pulled away. 


Lalli's eyes glinted as he shoved his hair back, his jaw set. "We started this together. I 
wouldn't be anywhere else." 


They stood rooted to the spot, shoulders just brushing as the late September sun set over 
them. "She was willing and interested enough to come down and see what we're doing," Emil 
pointed out, probably trying to reassure himself even more than Lalli. "If she was going to 
just tell us to demo the whole area and send everyone home, she wouldn't bother wasting her 
night to come all this way, right?" 


Lalli gave a tight nod, though he didn't say anything in response. They waited side by side for 
another seven minutes, silence occasionally punctuated by scattered words but mostly spent 
scanning the northern track for any sign of the oncoming train. When it finally rolled into 


sight, it was odd to see it slowing down, brakes squealing briefly. They'd been watching it 
roar past them in the fields for months, Emil and Lalli and their crews never pausing as they 
pushed out ahead of each camp site. Could it someday become normal to have a stop in Sveg 
once again, for people to climb off and walk through the ancient station house behind them, if 
they could somehow save what was left of the city? 


Emil's gaze searched the windows as the compartments slid slowly by, not knowing which 
car the major might be on. He saw the curious faces of the regular passengers, peering out at 
the unfamiliar sight of live humans waiting in front of the ghost station. A couple of children 
waved excitedly, probably having no idea who Emil was but simply excited by the sight of a 
cleanser out here in the Silent lands. Emil felt his determination spark brighter, as warm in his 
chest as Lalli's summer skin. 


The train shuddered to a stop, and the doors automatically whooshed open at the ends of each 
carriage, standing empty for a moment as no one got off. Then a familiar figure walked 
through one of those dark doorways, and Major Ronja Karlsson stepped down into Sveg for 
the first time. With a deep breath, Emil moved forward, Lalli matching him step for step, and 
they walked down the platform toward her. Stopping a few feet away, Emil snapped a salute 
—though the major wasn't in uniform. He tried not to wonder what it meant that she'd come 
down in civilian wear as he said, "Welcome to Sveg, ma'am." 


She returned the gesture, and Emil lowered his fist to his side as Karlsson's eyes moved over 
him and then across to Lalli, standing at attention beside him. "Captain Vasterstr6m. And Mr. 
Hotakainen, we meet again." The greeting was neither warm nor chilly. They stood and 
waited as she turned to the side, watching the train pull away again, the two young children 
aboard knocking on their window as the carriages began to roll south toward Mora. "Your 
project was quite the popular topic among the passengers on the train," she remarked in a wry 
tone. 


"Ma'am?" Emil asked, leaving it up to her to elaborate. Once he had, he realized he should 
have taken the chance to jump in and say something more for them—but his nerves were still 
getting the better of him. Everything could be riding on this one conversation. Which was 
precisely why he should have launched right into recounting their successes and making sure 
she saw exactly how significant they were. Opening his mouth to try to take back the 
moment, he didn't get the chance before she spoke again. 


"The people are excited to finally have the line fully secured between Mora and Ostersund, of 
course. But especially when it comes with such a compelling story." There was an 
appreciative gleam in her eye as she turned back to the two of them. "The heroes of the Silent 
World, joining forces once more to secure Sweden's railways in a single summer." She 
offered a rare hint of a smile, seeming to savor the words as she said, "I imagine some of the 
folks down in Mora are probably tearing out their hair that you pulled it off." 


Emil's breath whooshed out, the reaction completely beyond his control as he felt relief 
swamp him. Karlsson cut him a sharp look, and he straightened again, schooling his face 
back into something inoffensive. Hearing the grim satisfaction in Karlsson's voice had been 
enough to lift the weight from his shoulders. She was on their side again, at least for the 


moment. Even if it probably did have as much to do with needling her superior as it did with 
their success in the field. 


The rivalry between Major Karlsson—languishing up in the backwaters of Ostersund these 
past eight years—and General Major Hedlund—running the largest base in Mora in a 
position Karlsson very much wanted—might've been one of the worst-kept secrets in the 
Swedish Army, but no one would ever dare say so in front of Karlsson. Still, it had never 
been hard for Emil to guess that their bad blood might have contributed to his rotten luck at 
the beginning of the year. 


Hedlund (among others) might have wanted to trip Emil up anyway, it was true. While he 
tended to get on well with the cleansers who worked with him and who saw how he 
performed in the field, Emil had never been short of detractors who thought he'd only moved 
up through the ranks so quickly because of his Silent World celebrity. A hopped-up poster 
boy who'd gotten where he was through dumb luck rather than hard work. Hedlund would 
have probably loved to watch Emil fail just for that, happy to see him made a laughingstock 
for indulging in "mysticism" and pushing for magic to be accepted in Sweden—but getting to 
watch it happen when Karlsson was responsible for him had probably seemed like icing on 
the cake. And Karlsson, for her part, had stood aside to let Emil take it. 


That was a point that Lalli still got spitting mad about whenever they talked about it—and 
they had, many times, often heated. He was furious that Karlsson had simply watched when it 
had become obvious that the project was being sabotaged. To Lalli, there was right and there 
was wrong, and what she'd done was wrong. And maybe that clarity was the sort of luxury 
you could hold onto when you could do your job mostly on your own. But Emil had been an 
officer for years, and he'd seen hundreds of these power plays unfold, whether so small a 
slight as failing to loop someone into some communication or as huge as getting someone's 
project killed. 


Emil hadn't ever really been surprised that Karlsson hadn't interfered. Yes, she could have 
probably picked a fight with Mora, but what would have been in it for her except the 
satisfaction of spitting in the eye of a superior who already disliked her? It would have been a 
gamble to thumb her nose at Hedlund and a risk to show too much support for a new 
initiative that had no proven track record and no support from above. So she'd kept herself 
neutral until she could see which way the wind was blowing—leaving Emil standing on his 
own to take the fall if things went badly. And still Emil didn't blame her for that, even if Lalli 
wanted him to. 


It had been his idea—his and Lalli's—and he hadn't needed his major to risk her career on it. 
Her reputation had already gotten battered by association, just because she'd been willing to 
entertain the idea. She could have rejected his request to add a mage to his crew, as almost 
any other commander would have, but she'd been willing to let him pursue the audacious idea 
as long as he took responsibility for it. So he wouldn't blame her for giving him enough rope 
to hang himself and then standing back to watch, not when he'd been the one to ask for the 
rope in the first place. And even if she took credit for his successes now, he wouldn't care— 
she could have it, as long as he got to keep Lalli. 


Emil had been willing to risk everything for Lalli, and now that they'd succeeded, maybe the 
time had come at last when Major Karlsson would be willing to risk something real in return. 
The ground beneath Emil's feet began to feel steady again as he watched his major take off 
toward the station house, throwing over her shoulder an airy question, "Now why don't you 
show me what you've been up to down here?" 


They walked Karlsson east through the town, talking as they went and pointing out the better 
preserved brick and stone buildings. Sveg had never been a particular impressive town, 
lacking anything on the scale of Ostersund's stately city hall or the artistic Old World statues 
that dotted Mora, but it still had some decent structures standing, including the ancient 
Christian church. 


The young Swedish cleansers they passed along the way often had their arms full, and they 
simply called out greetings to Emil and Lalli, giving the major curious looks but not 
recognizing her rank when she was out of uniform. The Finns did better, many of them 
saluting or at least dropping their chins in quick nods as they passed, seemingly able to 
recognize that Karlsson must be someone important from the way she carried herself or 
simply from the fact that she was visiting Sveg. Luckily the major seemed more amused than 
offended by the gap between the two crews. 


Her reserved pleasure remained in evidence as Emil quickly recapped the success they'd had 
traveling north. He pointed out that they still had every one of their original cleansers—the 
two that had been sent down to the hospital after their one bad attack had both returned to the 
field as soon as they'd recovered enough, seeing out the last few months of the project back 
on their feet. Lalli had kept up his end of the bargain, just he had claimed he could. Neither 
he nor Emil chose to mention how much it had taken out of him in the first several months. 
They'd found the right balance before the end, and that was all the major needed to know. 


Karlsson nodded along and agreed that Lalli had done everything he'd said he would—and 
more. She looked back at the two men walking a few steps behind her left shoulder, eyeing 
Lalli with a look that bordered on proprietary. "It seems I never should have doubted you, Mr. 
Hotakainen." 


Lalli was smart enough not to agree fully. "It has happened before," he demurred. "It will 
probably happen again, here in Sweden." She chuckled, and that seemed to encourage Lalli to 
act even bolder. "Do you agree now that my contribution could be worth a permanent 
position?" 


Emil looked again at Lalli's face in profile, his clear gray eyes trained on Karlsson, his ash 
blond hair caught up in a ponytail that hung straight down between his shoulder blades, and 
he felt like he might burst from the pride swelling in his chest. Lalli had amazed him since 
they'd first met as teens, but now—now Lalli was going to change everything. He was going 
to transform the entire way that the Cleansers' Corps worked. He was going to carry on 


pulling off miracles. Emil knew it with the same certainty that he knew Lalli was the one 
person in the world for him. And from the gleam in Karlsson's eye, she knew it, too. 


She stuck a hand out, and Lalli took it without hesitating. "I am going to have to speak with 
some people," she said. "But I definitely plan to see what I can do." 


"Then Lalli can join my crew again next year?" Emil blurted out, watching the two of them 
briefly shake hands and then remembering to tack on, "Ma'am?" 


Major Karlsson rolled her eyes to the heavens. "Captain, can you allow me to see this season 
through before you start planning the next one for me?" Looking north, though of course 
there was an entire abandoned city in the way, she reminded him, "The northern arm still 
hasn't finished clearing the line. While you're down here dreaming up castles in the sky, I've 
still been trying to recall cleansers from Lulea and Skelleftea, pulling them back after they'd 
been sent home once, so we can get this damn thing finished before the snows fall. We're 
down to just weeks now." 


Emil kept his expression suitably concerned, but his heart was singing and every muscle in 
his face wanted to break out into a grin. That or turn his head so he could meet Lalli's eyes, 
which he didn't dare do. He knew he wouldn't be able to keep the ecstatic smile from his face 
if he did. They'd done it. They'd actually done it. There had been a time when it had seemed 
like they'd made all the wrong choices, when their future had seemed to be slipping out of 
their grip, but they'd done it. 


He sneaked a quick glance at Lalli and saw the mage staring off into the distance with a 
fierce expression, his eyes burning and his lips pressed together so tightly that they were 
white. He held himself tight as a bow string, ready to burst from some explosive emotion but 
keeping it contained somehow by sheer determination. Karlsson had turned back to the east, 
still rattling off complaints about the northern situation as she set off down the grass-choked 
road toward the red ICA sign they'd already pointed out in the distance, and Emil risked 
leaning over, one hand tangled in Lalli's hair as he put his mouth to Lalli's ear and whispered 
quiet as a breath, "Gods, I love you." 


Lalli shocked him by grabbing back by the lapels of his jacket and pressing his mouth to 
Emil's for a second that was there and then gone in a heartbeat, too fast for anyone else to 
have ever known it happened. Then Lalli was off, long legs and arms swinging easily as he 
strode after Karlsson, leaving Emil alone in stunned silence before he remembered to move 
his own feet as well. 


The conversation took a turn for a while when they reached the ICA building that had 
become Tuuri's private kingdom. It had seemed like an obvious enough choice: it was large, 
sturdy, and already had rows and rows of shelving built into it. And Karlsson seemed to 
understand the humor behind the choice of building as well, a slight nod and wink to those in 
the know. Like Emil, she'd lived most her life in Ostersund, and she knew that the ICA was 
the place you went to shop for everything in one place—why not create an ICA market for 
Old World treasures next? 


After the cleansers had cleared any useless old remains from the shelves—and there hadn't 
been all that much to clear, since panic buying seemed to have emptied most the shelves in 


the last days of the Old World—Tuuri had put up neatly lettered signs at the end of each aisle. 
Ceramics and china, glasswork, silverware, artwork, manual tools and hardware, electronic 
components, books—they stretched on and on across the former supermarket. Cleansers were 
all over the place, unpacking their latest crates as they moved between shelves, chattering and 
laughing. Emil's group found Tuuri still among the books, and she set down her heavy tome 
to stick out her hand. 


"Tuuri Hotakainen, ma'am. Academic and skald for the Finnish Army," she said as she shook 
the older woman's hand. 


Karlsson's faint amusement only seemed to grow as she looked between Tuuri and Lalli, 
noting the obvious similarities in their features. "Another one? And do you also perform 
miracles?" 


Tuuri smiled broadly. "Only the organizational kind. I'm no mage, unlike my cousin." 


"Tuuri was also on the Denmark expedition," Emil interrupted to say, and there was a spark 
of recognition from the major. "And she's been a godsend for keeping things running down in 
the south." 


"So you're the one." The major crossed her arms across her double-breasted coat and studied 
Tuuri. "I heard there was a fair amount of head scratching down in Mora when they started 
getting requests from some unknown in the Finnish military." Karlsson seemed to enjoy 
knowing that Tuuri had been causing a stir in Mora. Overall, she seemed to be seeing their 
Finnish neighbors in a rather new light, which was a feeling Emil could sympathize with. 
Until he'd worked closely with any, he'd held the same sort of opinions of Finns that most 
Swedes did: that they were slightly mad rustics, living out in the woods and probably 
worshiping imaginary spirits and trying to commune with trees in their nonsense language. 
He'd learned better. Karlsson was quickly learning as well. 


Tuuri launched into an explanation of what they'd been up to in the town, walking them up 
and down the aisles to show off some of their most impressive treasures so far. The hungry 
look in the major's eye only grew as she saw firsthand the bounty that had fallen into her lap. 
"How much longer do you expect all this to take?" she asked, rolling a tarnished candlestick 
between her fingers as they paused in the precious metals aisle. 


"It could take weeks or months, really," Tuuri replied at once. "Years, if you wanted it to. It 
depends on how thorough you want to be and how much you wish to preserve." 


"All of the structures are clear from threats now," Emil pointed out. "If we could get fences 
up around the perimeter, we could keep it secure throughout the winter. Once we did that, 
anyone could keep going through the town at whatever pace they needed to." 


The major understood the significance of his words at once. "Freeing up your cleansers," she 
mused. "Your cleansers who were making it—" She broke off once, her sharp gaze shooting 
to Emil. "How far did you say you made it a month?" 


"Easily 20 kilometers a month by the end," Emil said. "Though that's with the Finnish 
numbers included, ma'am, so it would depend on how long they can be persuaded to stay. I 


believe you've still got about 30 kilometers or more to clear north of Sveg?" 


Major Karlsson set the candlestick back on the metal shelving, a heavy clang ringing through 
the aisle as she turned to face her audience more fully. "At least. When were the Finns 
planning to head home?" 


"Their head cleanser has been talking about the mid-October sailing, which is less than three 
weeks from now." Emil and his major looked at one another, in complete agreement for once 


about what needed to happen next. 


"Then it seems we had better hurry, captain." 


Chapter End Notes 


(The song referenced is a brand new one shown for the first time a couple weeks ago, 
and I had to take it and run with it for this chapter. Maybe the delay hasn't been all bad, 
as it added more sweetness to these scenes than had originally been planned for!) 


Chapter 22 


Tail lights and runways 

We put on a brave face 

We write down the details to make us feel safe 

Someday we're gonna get to do all the things that we wanted to 
- Break My Heart Right, James Bay 


22 LALLI 


"I'm afraid they said no." 


Lalli kept his eyes trained on Teemu's lined face but he felt his stomach drop—despite 
expecting precisely such an answer from Keuruu. 


"I'd like to help you two out," the old man mused aloud. "I certainly appreciate the hard work 
you both have poured in these past two years. But the most I can do is keep the entire crew 
here until the next ferry sailing. That gives you till the end of October." He glanced around at 
their countrymen, scattered in little groups and pairs around the latest stretch of railroad north 
of Sveg. "They'll keep working a bit longer, happy enough with their prizes, but not forever. 
Everyone is ready to go home to their families." 


So am I, thought Lalli. But his family and his home were here in Ostersund. Emil was his 
family and his home. And the Old World treasures that Emil had let each cleanser take their 
pick of wouldn't be any solace to Lalli if he went back to Keuruu alone now. 


Karlsson had left on a positive note in the last week of September, promising that she would 
"talk to some people," and they'd thought it would only be a matter of days before they heard 
something more. It had felt like everything was getting settled, like Lalli could count on a 
position of his own in the Swedish army after this project, just as soon as Karlsson could get 
approval for the idea. A week had passed before Emil started asking for updates. He'd kept 
asking every couple days since, as often as he felt he could, but the major obviously didn't 
share his sense of urgency, and there had been no news. 


For her, it was probably just one of dozens of entries on her to-do list. A simple question of 
numbers, a calculation of budgets and resources and needs for a far-off season that wouldn't 
start until the next spring, all while they were furiously at work to wrap up the season they 
were still neck deep in. With winter quickly approaching, the project's deadline loomed like a 
storm cloud. And though Emil and Lalli might have dropped a valuable opportunity in 


Karlsson's lap with Sveg, the gift had come wrapped up with the need to negotiate with her 
superiors and the government about who would get claim over the area and over the goods 
they'd salvaged there, especially once she'd put in a request to get other branches to take over 
the recovery so that Emil's crews could keep pushing north to finish clearing the railroad. 
What did she care that Emil and Lalli's life together was on the line, put on pause as long as 
she didn't extend that final offer? She didn't even know that. They'd made sure of it. 


It probably wouldn't be wise to make it clear how much Lalli didn't care about the numbers or 
details of the offer—all he wanted was an agreement that he could work wherever Emil was 
working and a job that could get him a residence permit. Aside from those two facts, they 
could pay him in crackers for all he cared. He'd hardly used any of his pay from his eleven 
years as a scout for the Finnish army, never seeing much need for money. If he had a uniform 
to wear, food to eat, and Emil in his life, then he would have all he needed. 


But still no solid offer had materialized, and they were into the second week of October. Lalli 
had gone to Teemu to ask whether he could take a few extra weeks here, even if the bulk of 
the force sailed back to Finland at the end of the week. But he'd been disappointed when 
Teemu had said that the decision wasn't his to make. Lalli may have been reporting to Teemu 
for most of the past 20 months, but he'd only been lent to him by the Mages' office for the 
sake of this international collaboration. If the project was wrapping up, it wouldn't be up to 
Teemu to decide whether Lalli could stay behind or not. So the old cleanser had asked Tuuri 
to send a message down to Mora, where it had been forwarded to Keuruu and relayed to the 
head of the Mages' office. Now, two days later, they'd gotten their response. And apparently 
the response was that they felt they needed Lalli back at the base. 


No one had expected him to go to Sweden for the better part of a year. Mages didn't normally 
accompany cleansing outfits overseas like this. He'd been nearly two years away from his 
regular post, leaving others to try to cover the gaps and work extra shifts, and it seemed that 
his own superiors had decided enough was enough. All of which left Lalli with a difficult 
decision to make. 


He was allotted 12 days of leave each year, which he'd been using to spend time in Sweden 
for the past two years running. He could try to use it now—but if things didn't work out 
exactly as they hoped, and if he hadn't quit his job by jul, then that would leave him without 
any time off to come back for a visit during the holidays. Did it make sense to use up his 
leave now, when he'd just had six and a half straight months with Emil? Even if half of those 
months had been awful, the other half had been worth it. And even if he wanted to put in a 
request now, he doubted it would be approved. It was easier to take entire weeks at jul, when 
everyone understood it was a holiday and everyone was doing it. Outside of that window, 
asking for an entire block of weeks off didn't tend to go over well. Especially when the 
request came with no warning. 


He could jump the gun. Pull the trigger, go ahead and quit his job, trusting everything to work 
out one way or another. But Lalli had never been the type to put that kind of faith in things to 
simply work out. It would be a risk, and he couldn't make himself like the idea of running 
straight toward a risk you could see lay before your eyes. Lalli had been taught his whole life 
to stand still, to observe, to measure and judge with caution. Throwing that caution to the 
wind and leaping into the unknown, relying only on the wish that everything would come out 


the way they wanted it to—it felt to him like tempting fate. A guarantee that things wouldn't 
go the way you'd expected. 


The last option, then, would be to go back once and wait for word to reach him in Finland. It 
wouldn't be the worst thing he could do. He would be glad to see his familiar forests again. 
And he would have needed to go back at least once before this move could become fully 
permanent anyway. He should empty out his small room in the barracks, pack up the handful 
of possessions he might actually want to take with him, empty out the savings he'd 
accumulated over the years, get his affairs in order. Besides, he would be glad to see Onni 
again and finally discuss in more detail the situation with his peculiar Swedish students. 


It seemed obvious that it made the most sense to go back for now. But that didn't mean that 
Lalli was happy about it: slipping back into that old life in Finland as if this life had been 
nothing but a dream. Keuruu had been his home for almost two decades, and a part of him 
would always long for the lakes and woods of his own country, but Lalli's heart was now 
bound to the busy cities and rolling valleys of Sweden as well. 


Reaching out, Lalli clasped Teemu's forearm in a quick gesture of thanks. "We would 
appreciate the extra weeks, if you can spare them," he said, truly meaning the words. They 
had reached Sveg and done everything they'd set out to do and more. Teemu had already 
agreed to extend their work once, to continue the cleansing north of Sveg, when Emil had 
asked two weeks ago. Teemu could have insisted upon his crews returning home then, but he 
hadn't. He could have insisted on them going back now, but he wasn't. And if he would keep 
all the Finns in Sweden until the last ferry sailing in October, it would buy Emil and Lalli two 
more weeks. There might still be a chance they would get word from Karlsson in time to 
know their fate for sure. 


Teemu returned the squeeze. "I'm sorry it wasn't the answer you were hoping for." 


"They said no." 


Lalli watched as Emil's face fell, and the fact that he'd been bracing himself for that 
disappointment didn't make it any easier to bear. "I would have needed to go back anyway," 
he pointed out, trying the same arguments on Emil that he'd attempted on himself. "I was 
always going to have to." He crossed his arms in front of his waist, grasping his own elbows. 
"I still have a life back there. Things to take care of. Packing to do. This is for the best." 


"I know." Emil's little smile was sheepish, but he wasn't meeting Lalli's gaze. "Just don't 
forget you have a life waiting for you here, too." 


Lalli kicked him in the ankle, just hard enough to get Emil's attention and make the other man 
look up at him. When he did, Lalli gave Emil a sour look, letting his displeasure show as he 
growled, "Like I'd forget." Then Emil laughed—at himself or maybe at them both—and gave 


himself a shake, as if he could brush off the morose air hanging about them. Lalli knocked his 
foot against Emil's thick boot again, dropping his own eyes this time to look down at their 
feet as they stood an arm's length apart among the cleansers hard at work along the railroad 
tracks. They'd made it about eight kilometers north of Sveg so far, and no one had 
complained about the extra work—only complaining a bit about leaving behind the saunas 
they'd built on the island. They had a truly good crew. "I'll go back and work there until we 
hear something," Lalli said, "or until jul. Whichever comes first. Then I'll be back." 


"What if jul comes, and we still don't have an answer?" Emil asked. It was two whole months 
away, but since Karlsson had shown no signs of even starting the conversation with whoever 
she needed to talk to, it wasn't impossible to think they'd still be waiting for news in 
December. It wasn't even that unlikely. Emil was probably going to be in the field through 
November, especially if the Finnish cleansers set sail and left him with only his 34 Swedes to 
try to meet up with the main Swedish force to the north. The thought of Emil working 
through the November snows without him gave Lalli another thing to feel unhappy about, but 
at least Emil's little group would still have Elis. And Matias. The two of them should be 
enough to keep such a small team informed of threats. 


"Hopefully it won't come to that," Lalli said at last. "But even if it does, I'll be back." 


Emil's sigh could be heard even over the noise of chopping and chattering and sawing all 
around them. Lalli watched his chest rise and fall as the Swede took a deep breath in then let 
it out. "So are you leaving this weekend with the rest of Teemu's crew?" They'd known it was 
coming for months, but it still sounded so sudden once it was said aloud. Lalli was glad at 
least he could share a bit of good news. 


He shook his head quickly, loose hairs fluttering around his face. "Teemu says he'll keep us 
all here until the second sailing. That gives us another two weeks. We'll leave October 25 
now." It was good to see some of the tension leave Emil as the captain smiled in relief. 


"Really?" 


Lalli nodded, lips tight together. They had 17 more days. Maybe things would work out 
before then. It wasn't over yet. 


"No " 


"What?" Lalli said distractedly, looking up from the books that Tuuri was piling into his 
arms. 


"They said no," Emil repeated, arms crossed tight against his chest. "No updates, no word 
from Karlsson." 


Lalli was more surprised by the fact that Emil was still bothering than by the lack of news. 
The Finnish crews were shoveling their things onto the military train that had stopped at 
Sveg, carefully timed to give them an hour between the regular commuter runs that went 
between Mora and Ostersund. Everything was a torrent of movement around them, cleansers 
tossing gear to one another, shouting in Finnish and jostling as some fought their way to the 
front of the crowd waiting to board the train. It had been seven full months, there was a hint 
of snow on the wind, and they were more than ready to return to their own land. 


Another book was added onto the pile, which was nearly up to his eyes now. Lalli growled at 
his cousin. "You can't bring every book in Sweden, Tuuri! You filled your bag, you filled my 
bag—I'm not carrying these all the way back to Keuruu in my arms for you!" 


Tuuri sighed, looking longingly between two volumes in her hands as she struggled to choose 
what to leave behind. "If you would've just left all your gear here with Emil, I could've fit a 
few more in your bag." Her eyes met his, and then she seemed to regret her words. She surely 
knew that Lalli wished he could leave every last thing behind, secure in the knowledge that 
he could come sailing back on the very next ferry. She hugged the books to her and gave a 
little shake of her head. "Never mind. I'll have Elis hold onto them for me." 


It was Lalli's turn to sigh then, since Tuuri and Elis s¢i// hadn't tired of their summer fling and 
they showed every sign of making it all the way till jul. Perhaps it would be a short visit to 
Emil's relatives this year, if Elis might be there, too. Or he and Emil could stay the entire 
holiday in Ostersund, never leaving their place, and let Tuuri and Elis have Mora to 
themselves. 


But visiting Siv and Torbjérn had become something of a tradition. It was one that even Lalli 
treasured, not that he was likely to admit it, except under pain of death. So many things had 
begun while sitting around that worn kitchen table, under those warm overhead lights. And in 
some buried part of his heart, those nights full of shouting laughter and children's voices and 
clattering dishes reminded Lalli of long-gone dinners with with a family, whole and loving, 
that he hardly ever remembered. 


He looked to Emil, who still looked tense and unhappy that there had been no miraculous 
news from Ostersund at the eleventh hour. Lalli dumped the pile of books back into Tuuri's 
arms, causing her to stagger and cry out in dismay when several slid off the pile and tumbled 
to the ground. Lalli's gaze didn't waver, and he put a hand on Emil's elbow. He gave a little 
tug, and Emil's shoulders slumped as he uncrossed his arms. He grabbed hold of Lalli's hand 
with one of his, while his other hand went raking through his hair. 


"I know," Emil said, his voice soft. "It was a long shot anyway. We'll hear something soon, 
and...and this will all work out for the best. Like you said." He summoned a crooked smile. 
"It's just the perfect opportunity for you to wrap everything up there." 


It was easier to say good-bye than it had been a year ago, though it was a bittersweet 
realization. Lalli didn't want it to become normal to have to say good-bye for so long, with no 
idea when they would next get to be together for more than a few days. But he also believed 
with every breath that it wouldn't be forever. When Emil had left Finland the previous 
October, Lalli had felt like he was being broken into pieces that he wasn't sure would fit back 
together again. Now it was more of a familiar ache, like a sore muscle that pulled and 


twinged but a pain that you almost welcomed in a way. This would hurt, and they would miss 
each other and a thousand little moments, but he would be back. 


Emil seemed to see the determination in his eyes, and that crooked little smile straightened 
out into something truer. He slid his free hand across Lalli's cheek, cradling his face with that 
beloved work-roughened touch. 


"Always. That was the deal, Lalli. You still remember?" 


Lalli nodded, letting his eyes fall shut and his lips curl into answering smile as the world 
busily hurried around and past them in a rush. 


"Always." 
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Is there a secret? 

Is there a code? 

Can we make it better? 
‘Cause I'm losing hope 
- Us, James Bay 


23 EMIL 


When the summons finally came, they were unexpectedly urgent. Emil blinked at Nils, the 
major's secretary, who had hurried straight to Emil's desk in a beeline as soon as he'd walked 
through the door of the captains’ office. He still had his outdoor jacket on, and snow clung to 
his mousy brown hair. 


"Now, captain," the man repeated, sounding annoyed that Emil hadn't jumped right to his 
feet. "Or did I mumble? I wouldn't keep her waiting, if I were you." 


Stumbling up from his chair, Emil hurried around the desk and followed the other man as 
Nils strode back toward the door. Emil stared at the back of the secretary's head, heart 
lurching up into his throat as he wondered about the suddenness of the request. He had been 
back in the office for a week and a half, but he hadn't managed to speak with Karlsson once 
in that time. She'd been up and down to Mora half the time, sitting in on days of meetings and 
discussions with other high-ranking officials from what he'd gathered. Nils had been sure to 
impress upon him how much more important these talks were than Emil's own concerns, the 
few times Emil had actually found the secretary in Ostersund and managed to pin him down 
with questions. The harried man seemed to be trying to do the major's job for her here, while 
she was off playing politics to the south. 


It was the first week of December. After Lalli and the rest of the Finns had left on the train 
south, Emil had turned northward once more, focusing all his attention on the work still 
waiting for him. With his three dozen young cleansers, and with Lalli's two students there to 
look after them, they'd torn through the frost-laden forests to try to reach Friberg and the 
other crews still working their way south. It had taken three more weeks before the two sides 
had finally met, 23 kilometers north of the city where they'd originally been meant to do so. 
His former captain had still been smarting a bit from the way Emil had snapped at her when 


they'd met in September, but she'd let it slide and they'd greeted one another with tired smiles, 
both glad that the god-awful season was over at last. 


There had been a few days spent getting all of the equipment and cleansers packed up and 
shuttled back to where they belonged, and then Emil had finally gotten to board the train he'd 
watched go past him for months and ride back to Ostersund alone. It had been an oddly quiet 
ride. It would have probably been quiet even if Lalli had been there—Lalli was generally 
quiet, and never more so than when surrounded by strangers—but a silence shared by two 
was different than when Emil had no one to share it with. 


It had been good to get home, though, despite it all. Good to see the familiar streets and 
crowds of Ostersund, odd to see families and children again after so long surrounded only by 
his fellow cleansers. He'd left the station and walked past cafés and shops, and he'd dreamed 
of a hot shower and a good meal eaten at a proper table. He'd let himself back into his place 
(somehow slightly disappointed to find it empty, as if a part of him had hoped that Lalli 
would have pulled off some miracle and been there to surprise him) and unpacked his heavy 
rucksack. He'd tucked his freshly laundered uniforms back into his own drawers, then gently 
placed Lalli's into the drawers he'd taken over the previous winter. Lalli hadn't sent much 
with Emil, but he'd sent what he could, as though the work-worn summer tunics and short- 
sleeved shirts being here could somehow bind him to this place. 


Emil had carefully unwrapped the square package he'd carried on his lap the whole trip up the 
train, revealing the five Old World records that Lalli had chosen as his prizes from the ruins 
of Sveg. Emil had told everyone on the crew that they could pick up a couple things things to 
take with them from the old city, as long as they could carry them home. He'd joked and said, 
"Try to keep it reasonable. Say, no more than five things. Unless there's something you really 
want, and you have to have it. Then take more. Just remember that you have to carry it all." 


Most had taken little trinkets: jewelry, ancient watches, little knickknacks from the empty 
homes, books, and that sort of thing. Tuuri had completely shattered the "up to five things" 
rule, and she'd made off with as many books as she could grab, to the surprise of no one who 
knew her even a little. But Emil had been gobsmacked when Lalli had placed these records in 
his hands as they packed up to leave Sveg for the push north. He hadn't even known Lalli 
liked listening to Old World music, but he'd promised to get the records back to the apartment 
safely. He'd tried telling Lalli that he could choose more, since they were so light, but the rule 
had been up to five things and Lalli refused to take even one more. 


With all of his things unpacked and his pantry restocked, Emil had returned to work—only 
this time in the Ostersund headquarters instead of in the field. There had been no word from 
Karlsson as he'd written up and filed his reports on what they'd gotten done that year. No 
messages when he'd submitted his reviews of the new cleansers' performance, as well as the 
lieutenants and sergeants who had worked under him that year. No updates as he followed up 
on the return of their equipment to the main surplus storage units in Mora, making sure 
everything was accounted for. Now at last he would see Karlsson again for the first time in 
almost a month and a half, and the urgency in her secretary's step was only making Emil's 
unease grow as they drew closer to her office door. 


When Nils pushed the door open and stood back for Emil to step into the room, Major 
Karlsson was standing at the window. Her outdoor jacket was thrown across one of the guest 
chairs that sat in front of her desk, and her hair was still slightly damp from the snow. It 
looked as if she'd just walked in the door from her latest trip to Mora, and as she turned to 
look at him, her eyes flashed with anger. Emil fought the urge to step back, fought to salute 
and control his voice in the face of the displeasure clearly etched into the lines around her 
mouth. She did not return his salute, forcing him to keep his arm up as she stared him down. 
What had happened? 


"When this all started, Vasterstr6m," she bit out, each word clipped and sharp as a shard of 
flint, "I believe I told you that I wanted a good idea who I was getting into bed with." 


Emil remembered the conversation, and his heart sunk down to somewhere below his knees. 
Below his feet. Six feet under the ground, perhaps. All the blood in his body seemed to 
follow it, leaving his face as pale as the major's. 


"I didn't think I needed to ask if that bed was already occupied," she hissed, and then Emil 
knew with certainty what this was about. 


Swallowing, his mouth suddenly dry as July, he said, "Major Karlsson—" 


™We can't go around creating pretend jobs for every pet captain's latest fling, Karlsson." The 
major enunciated each word with careful exaggeration as she moved to her desk and sat 
herself in her chair, seeming to repeat something that had been said to her at her meetings 
down in Mora. Probably by Hedlund. "You and your poster boy want us to start throwing 
money away on foreign mages just so he can keep his wick wet during the long summers?" 


"Ma'am, _—" 


She slapped her palm onto the wooden desktop in front of her, the sudden violence of the 
move startling after the stillness of her restrained rage. She kept the hand there, leaning 
forward on her elbow. "In a joint meeting with the heads of every base in Sweden and 
General Berglund's chiefs of staff—and General Berglund herself, Vasterstr6m!" There was a 
tremor of anger thrumming through her voice as it dropped lower. "It would have been nice if 
I could've simply told the man he was being a fool, but it made all too much sense when I 
thought back on how insistent you were to get the Finn a place here. So do you deny it?" 


"No, it's true, but—" 


"And do you have any idea what sort of position you put me in by not telling me? Not 
warning me?" The meeting must have been hours or even days before, and the major had 
clearly had a good long time to work herself up into a fury as she'd probably replayed the 
incident over and over in her mind. "I had no idea what I was walking into, no response 
prepared for that sort of ridiculous allegation, because my own captain had left me high and 
dry, concealing some very relevant facts about why he was pushing for this outrageous 
proposal in the first place!" 


"Major Karlsson, I—you're right—I should have said something, but my personal 
relationship with Lalli doesn't change—" 


"Was that an apology, captain?" she snapped, and Emil shut his mouth, his hand still at his 
brow. "Or did I somehow miss the words 'I'm sorry’ among your excuses?" 


"I'm sorry, ma'am. I am terribly sorry. I never thought..." He swallowed. He couldn't claim he 
hadn't been knowingly keeping their relationship from Karlsson or that he'd thought it was 
irrelevant. He'd been afraid it would be seen as a strike against Lalli's chances. He just hadn't 
imagined the blow would come like this. Emil hesitated before asking, but he had to know. 
"H-how did you respond in the meeting, ma'am?" 


Karlsson sat back in her chair, gripping the leather pads on its two arms. "I told them that I 
had little care for my subordinates' love lives, only for the job they do. And that you had done 
an incredible job on this project despite every disadvantage." The words should have been the 
greatest compliment she'd ever paid him, but her tone made him feel like he was getting the 
worst dressing down of his career. "I told them that you and Mr. Hotakainen had pulled off a 
miracle, especially in light of your complete lack of resources. That your success was god- 
damn magic, even if bastards like Hedlund want to insist that there is no such thing in the 
world." 


Emil felt a small trickle of hope, cool amid the hot shame and storming panic occupying his 
thoughts. "D-does that mean you'll still consider hiring him? Letting him join my crews?" 


"Hiring him to work under you? " she repeated, rolling her eyes up to the ceiling. "Oh yes, 
the ethics committee would have a field day with that." Her steely gaze locked back on him, 
her voice dripping scorn as she asked, "Have you even read our regs, captain?" 


Surely he must have, at one point or another. He was sure he didn't remember half of them, 
but even he knew the rules against inappropriate fraternization—and that an officer sleeping 
with a subordinate under his or her command was a prime example of what not to do. It had 
just never seemed relevant to him, until he was in a position to have to try justifying it out 
loud to his commanding officer. It was Lalli, after all. But that explanation didn't seem likely 
to impress her. "Yes, ma'am," he muttered. "I have." 


Major Karlsson looked at him long and hard, but at least shouting at him seemed to have 
blunted the edge of her anger somewhat. Now she just sounded grim as she reminded him, 
"Regulations exist for a reason. The people serving under you have to believe in the chain of 
command for it not to fall apart." Then she sighed wearily. "And all it takes for a consensual 
relationship to turn into a sexual harassment allegation is someone deciding they're tired of 
the relationship." 


"Lalli would never do something like that!" The words burst out of him. It was unfathomable 
that Lalli—tLalli who believed so firmly in right and wrong and following regulations that he 
wouldn't even take an extra vinyl record when it was offered to him—would do such a thing. 
Emil was outraged on his behalf. 


But the major didn't know Lalli like he did, and she stared at Emil in disbelief. "I'm supposed 
to take your word for that? You'd like me to knowingly break our own regulations and open 
myself up to investigation and possibly disciplinary action because you promise me that your 
boyfriend 'would never'?" She was shaking her head before she even finished speaking. "He 
can't work under you." 


"Then I'll quit!" he burst out, afraid he was seeing Lalli's chance slipping away. 


She drew back, inhaling sharply as if drawing in more oxygen to fan the flames of her anger 
into life again. "Are you trying to threaten me?" Her voice was dangerous. "You think you're 
that valuable, Vasterstrém, that you can force me to hire your little—" 


"No! Gods, no! Nothing like that!" Emil stepped forward at last, putting his hands on her 
desk as he leaned in and tried to convince his commanding officer of his sincerity. "I mean 
that if you had to choose between us, then it should be Lalli. Keep him, not me." She watched 
him narrowly, but she didn't interrupt this time. "Everything that we managed to do this year 
was because of him. He's the one who can change the way we work for the better. I'm just 
another cleanser—but there's no replacement for Lalli, no one else who can do what he can to 
help our crews. Lalli is the one you really need around here." 


Silence filled the room, and Emil scrambled for more words that might possibly get through 
to her. He meant every one of them. Cleansing was the only thing he'd ever been good at, but 
he would give it up in a heartbeat to make sure Lalli had this opportunity. Emil could find 
something else. But the Swedish Cleansers' Corp would never find another opportunity like 
Lalli—and in the last few months of the project, Emil knew that Lalli had been happy with 
what he was doing, proud of keeping the crews safe and of his students' progress. Even if he 
had to give up on half of each year with Lalli, Emil would gladly do it if it meant Lalli could 
be happy during those months and Emil could still get the long winters. He opened his mouth 
again. 


"That's enough, captain," Karlsson snapped, her glare fixed on his miserable face. "I will 
decide what is to happen next. You're dismissed." She sketched a quick salute at last, turning 
her eyes down to the reports in front her. 


"Major Karlsson, ma'am, J—" 


"Get out of my office," she growled, not lifting her eyes from her paperwork, "unless you 
wish to ensure that dismissal becomes a permanent thing." When he didn't immediately 
move, she barked out, "Go!" 


Wincing from the volume, Emil saluted once more and staggered out of the room, allowing 
Nils to pull the door shut behind him. The secretary looked as close to pitying as he ever had, 
but he didn't offer a word of advice as Emil walked away in a blind daze. Emil found his way 
back to the captains' office on autopilot, dropping into his chair and staring down at the 
papers scattered across his desk without his eyes seeing a thing in front of them. 


What had he done? Had he ruined their chances, all while thinking he was helping them by 
keeping their relationship a secret? Had he really just suggested that Karlsson fire him? How 
was that going to help things? Emil let his head fall to his desk with a heavy thunk. He was 
such an idiot. 


She probably wouldn't fire him. Probably. Unless she was truly that angry. She would simply 
refuse to put Lalli on his projects—if she would still consider creating a position for Lalli at 
all. Would she still consider it, in light of how incredible their success had been that year? 
Would she at least let Lalli work with some other captain, who probably would resist it and 


refuse to believe in his magic? Someone who might drive him to work himself to the bone 
again, especially if he didn't have Matias and Elis around to take even part of the burden from 
him? Would Lalli want that sort of life? That wasn't what they'd talked and dreamed about. 


Or had Emil and Lalli just added themselves to Karlsson's shit list, next in line under General 
Major Hedlund, guaranteeing that Lalli would never hear a thing about any offer from the 
Swedish army? Emil knocked his head against the desk, ignoring the questions from the other 
captains in the room with him. 


How on earth could he put all this in a letter? 


Emil trudged through the aisles at the ICA, not looking for anything in particular but using 
dinner shopping as an excuse not to go home yet. Once he went home, he wouldn't have any 
good reason not to start writing to Lalli, and Emil still had no idea how he could put the bad 
news down on paper. Maybe he could wait a day or two and see if Karlsson calmed down a 
bit more. But even if her anger faded, the facts weren't going to change. There was no way 
she would put Lalli under his command now that she knew they were sleeping together. Emil 
leaned into a shelf of dried pasta and sighed. 


His last letter had only been a couple days ago, though. He could definitely wait. He and Lalli 
had still been writing regularly, but not nearly as frequently as the year before. Maybe Lalli 
felt the same way about the letters as he did: the lack of news about the job made it harder to 
write about anything else. Filling a page with little anecdotes of everyday life felt somehow 
like a lie, because none of the words were the ones they were both really wanting to read. 
And now that he finally had some news to relay, the last thing that Emil wanted to do was tell 
Lalli. 


He looked out across the late afternoon crowd filling the market, knowing he couldn't stay 
there forever. It would still be open for several hours yet, but eventually he would have to go 
home and face what came next. As he watched the familiar faces of Ostersund mill about, he 
saw one particularly familiar face and their eyes met before he could look away. Right, Emil 
thought, because this day couldn't get any worse. 


He gave a quick nod of acknowledgement to Anna, straightening up to turn toward the rack 
of pastas and trying to look like he was busily selecting something. Even in such a small city, 
he'd managed to avoid running into her the previous winter, still remembering her habits well 
enough not to shop during the hours when she was likely to. He didn't tend to frequent any of 
the restaurants or cafés that she and her friends did, plus he was only in Ostersund half the 
year or less, and his days were spent at headquarters while his free hours he spent mostly at 
home. He thought he might have spotted her from a distance a few times in the past two 
years, but he'd always hurried away before she could notice him. He hoped. 


"Emil!" 


Emil jumped, fumbling a packet of lasagna sheets and nearly dropping it to the floor, which 
would surely shatter the brittle pasta and force him to buy it. He turned back, surprised to see 
Anna had disentangled herself from the man she'd been walking arm-in-arm with and that she 
was hurrying toward him. She stopped several feet away, farther than an arm could easily be 
extended, and neither of them held out a hand or anything else. It was the first time they'd 
spoken since Emil had broken up with her in the living room of the apartment he now shared 
with Lalli. When he could. If he would ever get to again. 


She looked down as she smiled, her deep blue eyes on the pasta he was still clutching. Then 
she lifted them to look him in the face, and he was surprised by how normal it was. There 
wasn't any hint of anger anymore, just the slight awkwardness of two near strangers making 
small talk. "I just wanted to say, well, good work out there. I hear we have you to thank for a 
safe line down to Mora." She dimpled slightly. "It was a really big project, from what 
everyone has been saying, and it sounds like it was a big deal to have been put in charge of 
part of it. So...congratulations, Emil. And thanks." 


It took Emil a moment to respond, floored by the strange experience of being thanked for his 
work. Personal thanks were rare—getting recognized by his ex would have been frankly 
unimaginable if you'd asked him five seconds earlier. But after a moment, he managed to 
summon a genuine smile. "Thanks, Anna. And...looks like I should be saying congratulations 
to you as well." He looked from the gold band glinting on her left hand to the man standing 
down the aisle, a man he'd once been sort of friends with, even if it had only been because 
they'd both been in Anna's orbit. "Oliver, huh? I have to admit: I wouldn't have guessed it." 


She laughed, wrinkling up her nose in a guise of being embarrassed but she was radiating 
happiness in a way he hadn't seen in a long time. "I know, right? I never even considered it 
until..." 


The sentence went unfinished for a moment, and Emil filled in the words for himself: Until I 
broke your heart? 


"Well, not until I was forced to consider something different," Anna said at last. She looked 
back at her new beau, who looked distinctly uncomfortable as he acted like he was examining 
the imported fruit from Iceland but mostly kept glancing their way. Anna giggled as she 
watched him. "I guess you can tell Lalli he was right about that." 


"What?" Emil asked, her words taking him by complete surprise. Lalli was right 
about...what? He racked his memory for any time that Anna and Lalli might have exchanged 
words during that one disastrous train-wreck of a week in Mora two years before. But every 
time the three of them had been in the same place at the same time, Lalli and Emil had been 
completely tuned into one another, as if they were the only two people in the world. He was 
quite sure Lalli hadn't said anything to Anna. And it seemed impossible that they could have 
met when he wasn't around. Nearly every moment that Emil hadn't been with Anna, he'd been 
with Lalli. 


"He's not here?" Anna asked curiously, looking past Emil's shoulder as if she expected to see 
Lalli sauntering up the aisle. 


Emil's mouth flapped like he was a fish out of water. "H-he's in Finland," he answered 
automatically, too confused to do anything else. Then he asked, "Right about what?" 


"Oh, nothing. Just something he told me once." She gave a breezy laugh, apparently having 
no idea how absolutely boggled she'd left Emil. "I've got to get back, but..." Anna looked up 
at him once more, the dark gold of her hair curling prettily around her face and her eyes 
shining with a light he hadn't expected to ever see directed his way again. "I wish you both a 
happy jul. Though you can tell him I still won't apologize for slapping him. He was the one 
who told me to!" With a mischievous look, she spun around and dashed back to Oliver and 
her new life. 


Emil had no idea what had just happened. The best he could figure was that Lalli had met 
Anna at some point, though Emil had never known about it. He shook his head in disbelief. 
How had Lalli not bothered to mention something like that? 


"Because he's Lalli, you idiot," Emil muttered to himself, mentally cursing the taciturn Finn 
who could be utterly impossible and who was also undeniably the greatest love of his life. 
And like that, the shock paled before a great wave of loneliness, and Emil was left standing 
in the middle of the ICA missing Lalli so much he thought his heart might actually be 
causing him physical pain. He wanted Lalli right there beside him, nudging him to stop 
standing around like a lump as he stared after Anna and Oliver. If he just closed his eyes, 
Emil could see him: the crafty glint in his clear gray eye as he kept his secrets, the amused tilt 
to his head as he tucked his pale hair behind one ear, the smile hidden in the corners of his 
tempting mouth. Emil realized he was squeezing the package of pasta in his hands, and he 
forced himself to loosen his grip before he ended up having to pay for the darn thing after all. 


Everything might be ruined, but he was simply going to have to write to Lalli and tell him so, 
because it didn't matter. He didn't want to live another day without Lalli here in his life with 
him. He didn't know how they would make it happen, but he wasn't interested in waiting even 
one more hour before starting them down that path. Tossing the pasta back on the shelf, Emil 
abandoned his shopping and hurried out of the market, his feet turned to home. 
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Interlude 


Lalli sank down into the welcome comfort of the train seat, glad when the commuter train 
from Bjérk6fjarden started rolling forward in a smooth motion. Even trains sometimes got 
him, if they juddered and shook much. But they were nowhere near so bad as boats were. 


The overnight ferry from Finland had been as miserable as it always was, so it was a relief to 
be moving across the land now and not the sea. But that wasn't the only reason for his relief. 
After so many trips in the past two years, landing back in Sweden had come to feel like 
coming back to a place he belonged. Every time that he staggered off the ship at 
Bj6rk6fjarden and saw the familiar arrivals hall, the unchanging signs and Swedish words, it 
felt like something in him that had been held tight up until that moment released, uncoiling 
and spooling loosely at his feet. Then he would walk across the hall, steady ground beneath 
his feet again, and with a few easy words, he would have his ticket and be settled on the train, 
the same old announcements playing over the intercom, the familiar scripts telling him he 
was almost back to Emil again. 


Letting his head fall back, Lalli's breath slipped out of him in a quiet sigh of contentment. It 
had been nice to be back in Finland for a while. It was always easy to be surrounded by his 
own people, back where the language that flowed around him was as familiar as the touch of 
the wind on his skin—and where the language didn't flow nearly as thick and loud as it did in 
Sweden. His people were much less likely to talk when there wasn't any particular need to, 
the way that Swedes did, as if they simply couldn't bear the silence. 


He'd had many long discussions with Onni, debating what the Swedes might or might not be 
able to learn of their magics. He'd watched Tuuri moon over missing Elis and rolled his eyes 
at her when she started planning their jul trip before November was even a week old. He'd 
gotten to walk half-forgotten paths in the forests around Keuruu, savoring the solitude and 
peace. And he'd been lonely in a way that he hadn't been before. 


Naturally he'd known loneliness the winter before, when Emil had left him in Pori. Every day 
he'd ached as if he were missing a limb or a whole half of himself. But this year had been 
different. It hadn't only been Emil that he'd missed but everything about that late-summer life 
they'd had for too short a time. He'd missed the camaraderie of the young Swedish cleansers 
who had looked to him with utter trust every time he'd led them into a scuffle against some 
beast. He'd wondered if his students were still practicing any of the things he'd told them to 
or if they'd managed to make any breakthroughs—he had forbidden them from trying to 
navigate so far across the dreamscape on their own, so there had been no updates. 


He'd missed being so tired at the end of the day that he could fall right into sleep whether or 
not Emil was beside him, because the lighter labor of winter wasn't enough to keep him from 
tossing and turning on a cold mattress alone. Hell, he'd even missed riding his damn beast, 
which he'd left behind in Sveg to be taken back to wherever horses went during the off 
season. 


Being back at the mages' office for the first time after yet another year spent almost entirely 
out of Keuruu, he'd felt like he might as well have been a stranger. He'd never been very close 
to most the other mages anyway, nor to any of the hunting parties he'd been guiding in the 
years before everything in his life had changed. So Lalli had gone back to slipping past and 
through them as he made his way around the base, feeling almost like a ghost. To his 

surprise, it had been the cleansers who'd come back with him from Sweden who lifted their 
hands in greeting when they saw him or who stopped by for a few words when they were at 
the communal kitchen at the same time. And Lalli had appreciated those little gestures. But 
they had made him want to go back home even more desperately. 


He and Tuuri had been planning to wait until the next sailing. The late December boat would 
get them there a few days before jul, still with plenty of time for a visit. But then Lalli had 
gotten that letter from Sweden and read the heart-stopping words there, and he'd held the 
scrap of cool paper in his hands, so different from the warm human he'd wanted to be holding 
onto, and he'd known there was no way he would wait till the next ferry. He was ready to 
start his life with Emil. He'd waited long enough. 


So he'd walked into the mages' office and for the second time in his life, Lalli had quit his job 
in Keuruu. At least this time he'd done it himself, rather than Tuuri turning in his resignation 
for him while he'd still thought the whole thing was some sort of joke. 


He'd packed up anything he cared about enough to keep, put everything else outside the room 
he'd lived in for over a decade with a scrawled sign reading "JLMAISEKSI," and walked away 
with his large duffel bag on one shoulder. When he'd arrived in Sweden, he'd lied at 
immigration and said he was just there for the holidays. Surely they could straighten that sort 
of thing out later. People must change their plans sometimes. They'd waved him through, and 
then he'd been on his way. 


After hours on the train, they arrived at last at the station in Mora. Making his way from one 
platform to the next, he glanced toward the doors that led out onto the street once, wondering 
for a moment if he should at least go to greet Emil's family. It felt oddly like sneaking around 
to be in the same city without even attempting to contact them. He'd had an excuse not to 
when he'd been passing through Mora with Teemu's crews, but now there was no duty to 
keep him moving north at once. Nothing but the duty to his heart. 


Besides, he already had a connecting ticket. 


Lalli turned away from the doors with a determined expression and leaped onto the train to 
Ostersund. He would see Siv and Torbjérn soon enough. 


And then the kilometers were sliding by outside the windows of the train, Lalli's impatience 
growing with each one. He remembered every curve of the landscape, ever meter they'd 
cleared, every pain they had suffered. He remembered the home they'd made out in these 
fields, the family of cleansers forged from out of that misery. He saw the future stretching out 
ahead of him, straight and shining as the railroad track that the train was charging down 
through the cleared landscape, and Lalli couldn't get there soon enough. 


When Lalli arrived in Ostersund, he didn't set out from the train at a run, though much of him 
wanted to and the cold bite of the December afternoon would have justified it. Instead he 
forced himself to walk across the tree-studded park that faced the station and slowly make his 
way up the wide, quiet streets of Radhusgatan. If there were any crowds out in the afternoon, 
they would mostly be a couple blocks to the west where the main shopping district was, and 
so he had the road to himself as he forced himself not to rush. He turned at all the right 
corners, his heart and his feet both knowing the way without any difficulty, and when he 
arrived in front of Emil's building, he fished out the keys that he'd kept like a charm for the 
past year. Emil had given them to him when he'd been visiting, so that Lalli could come and 
go freely while Emil was at his office. Then he'd insisted that they were Lalli's to keep, even 
after the visit had ended. 


Lalli gripped the small tangle of metal between his fingers, and he used the main key to 
unlock the building's front door, pushing it open with his shoulder as he swung his large bag 
in after him. He walked up the stone staircase that spiraled up through the building, placing 
his feet on each tread carefully as he made his way to the third floor, where Emil's apartment 
lay to the right on the landing shared with one other apartment to the left. Emil should be at 
work at this hour—but maybe by some miracle he would be at home. 


Jangling the keys in his hand, Lalli cocked his head for a moment, half hoping the door 
would be pulled open before he could use them, but that didn't happen. So he fit the correct 
key into the lock, turned back the deadbolt, and pushed the door open. The living room was 
mostly in shadows, the late afternoon sun too weak to bring much light around the curtains 
that hadn't been drawn back from the windows, but it was still just as he'd remembered from 
the previous winter. Lalli stepped in, letting the door fall shut behind himself, and dropped 
his bag to the floor. 


It was clear there was no one else at home, Lalli saw with a pang. But as he looked around, 
he found his lips quirking back up into an amused smile. Emil clearly hadn't been expecting 
company either. 


There were dirty dishes in the sink and a coffee cup on the table by the sofa, probably 
forgotten in a rush to get out the door to work. Several books were scattered on the tops of 
other books on the shelves, as well as on various other surfaces, all with different bits of 
paper stuck in them as bookmarks. Lalli had seen this habit of Emil's before: how he would 
start one book, get 10 or 20 pages in, then pick up something else—only to repeat the same 


thing again and again. It was a miracle he ever finished any of them. Maybe he didn't. Lalli 
had never thought to ask, but he guessed he would get to see what happened now that they 
would have the long months of winter together and not mere days. 


Lalli toed off his boots and crept to the bedroom, where the sheets were strewn about, the bed 
unmade and the soft shirt that Emil had probably slept in tossed atop the mess like he'd gotten 
dressed in a hurry. Lalli's smile grew, since there was no one else around to see it. He could 
easily imagine how Emil's morning must have played out in a chaotic rush. He'd probably 
been dashing out of the apartment, running late, with absolutely no idea how different things 
would be when he returned to it. Lalli utterly hated being surprised, but he was beginning to 
appreciate why people sometimes thought surprises could be a fun thing. He was enjoying 
the thought of surprising Emil quite a lot. 


Leaning against the door jamb, Lalli stood a moment between the bedroom and the living 
room, his eyes closed and a smile playing about his lips. He was here. It was almost 
frightening how right it felt to come back to this place that he'd only ever spent a week in, but 
maybe it was because everything in the apartment reminded him of Emil. The room smelled 
of Emil, and the drawers were filled with shirts he'd seen Emil wear, and in the bathroom 
there was the razor he'd watched Emil shave with in the mornings and the boar bristle brush 
he'd used to brush his hair after showering. There was the kitchen where he'd watched Emil 
cook dinners at night and brew coffee in the morning and make Lalli mugs of hot chocolate 
whenever he wanted to spoil him. There was the sofa where they would sometimes sprawl 
together in the evening, talking and touching and being silent in turns. 


His barrack room had never felt so much like a place he belonged, only a place he retreated to 
in order to get away from other people. This was a place he wanted to be. Together. 


Lalli shook himself and straightened up, turning back to the front door where his bag was still 
waiting. Perhaps he should start to unpack his things, settle into this place and this life and 
wait for Emil to come back and find him there. His eyes flicked to the windows, and he 
walked over to draw back a heavy drape, designed to keep the midnight sun out during the 
height of summer—not that he and Emil were likely to ever need to worry about that. Their 
summers would surely be spent in some uncleansed corner of Sweden, not here. 


The late afternoon light was thick and golden outside, and Lalli glanced back at the shelves 
where he knew there was a clock among the books and—he saw with another little thrill of 
pleasure—the collection of records that had grown since his last visit. He noted the time 
absently as he went to take a closer look. The five Old World records he'd chosen were there. 
So were five others that he didn't recognize from the previous winter, and Lalli knew at once 
what had happened. Emil had surely chosen these five extra records as his own prizes from 
the season, once he'd found out Lalli liked such things. For a moment, Lalli put his hand atop 
the paper sleeves, his touch soft and reverent. 


They would wait, though. There would be other times for him to see what secret songs their 
grooves held. Right now, he decided all at once, he had someplace to be. He still hadn't taken 
off his jacket, so he stepped into his boots, grabbed his set of keys, and slipped out the door, 
locking the place up behind himself. Unless he'd had to stay late for some reason, Lalli knew 
that Emil usually left his office around four on these winter days. But there was always the 


chance that he would go into town to do some shopping, and Lalli wanted to catch him before 
he might wander off of Regemensgatan. 


He clattered back down the stairs, his pace picking up speed as he hit the road again, walking 
as fast as his long strides could carry him while still keeping himself from breaking into a 
run. And then there was a familiar figure walking toward him, just one among the scattered 
few heading out of the cleansers' headquarters as the officers and their staff began to wrap up 
their days. Emil hadn't noticed him yet, his head tucked down into the collar of his jacket and 
his brow furrowed as though his thoughts were troubling him, but it didn't matter. He was 
there, and Lalli was here, and the space between them was getting shorter every time their 
feet met the pavement. Because Lalli was home at last. 
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What would it feel like if you tore me apart? 
Come on, chew on my heart 

Come on, chew on my heart 

- Chew On My Heart, James Bay 


25 EMIL 


Emil wasn't sure how he'd come be sitting across from Eva Berglund in a café off 
Faltjagargrand, his hands wrapped around a mug of coffee. Well, that wasn't entirely true— 
he'd been there every step of the way. He'd certainly been present when Eva had crossed his 
path as he shuffled through the halls at headquarters, and when she'd dragged him from the 
building and down the road, even when she'd dumped him at this corner table in the small 
café while she'd gone to the counter to order two black coffees. 


As they sat across from one another in awkward silence, he took another sip from the 
steaming cup and wondered if Eva would be expecting him to pay her back for the drink. His 
job security, which had never really been in any question before, was looking shaky for the 
first time since he'd enlisted as a cleanser at 18. He might actually need to start thinking about 
where he frittered his money away to. 


He still hadn't heard a single peep from Karlsson since she'd come storming back to 
Ostersund the previous Monday. It had made the weekend particularly rough—a long 
restless, sleepless misery of waiting and too much free time to think bad thoughts—and now 
it was Monday once again. He'd overslept that morning and nearly been late into the office, 
there were still no messages from the major, and he'd somehow ended up having coffee with 
Eva bloody Berglund. Who hated him. Except she'd bought him coffee for some reason. 


"I was down in Mora over the weekend," Eva said at last, speaking for the first time since 
she'd brought the coffees back to the table and placed one in front of him. "Checking in on 
my parents and just visiting after the long season." 


Emil gave a little hum, trying to be polite but not sure where this was going. Eva had never 
tried to talk to him about her personal life. She was easily a decade older than him (and 
probably more, but it never hurt to round down when guessing someone's age) and they 


hardly ran in the same social circles. Emil didn't really run in any social circles, for that 
matter. And he certainly wasn't very interested in small talk when all his thoughts wanted to 
do was turn back to his questions about the future and what Karlsson was going to do next. 


"I happened to talk to my cousin about the project, when we met to catch up," Eva said, 
tapping her short nails against the mug in her hand. "She knows all the gossip that happens in 
any of the bases, since everyone always wants to get in good with her mom. Anyway, the 
point is: she confirmed it." There was a bitter sigh from older cleanser. "It was just like we'd 
always figured—Hedlund really was the one behind it. All of it. He'd made sure everyone in 
all three of Mora's bases knew that he wanted no aid whatsoever to go to the Finnish end. 
And that anyone working under his command would be...discouraged from fulfilling any 
requests from our crews." 


Emil sat back in his chair, exhaling heavily and temporarily knocked out of his present 
worries. At last he understood why Eva had invited him out to talk, away from the office. "So 
he really did do it," he muttered under his breath, transported back to the confusion and 
frustration of the early spring, before the grinding pace of the project itself had made politic 
machinations the least of his concerns. 


Emil wasn't surprised—like Eva said, they'd all been sure Hedlund was at least a part of it— 
but it was still disappointing to have it confirmed that someone with so much influence in the 
military would use it for such a petty thing. He'd had put lives and international relations at 
risk for little more reason than to put Emil in his place. It was no wonder that Karlsson hated 
the man. No wonder at all that she'd been so cautious about going toe-to-toe with him, even 
when it had been obvious to all that there'd been interference happening. 


"He's a real bastard all right," Eva muttered. 


A surprised laugh escaped from Emil, and Eva looked up at him in surprise. He lifted one 
shoulder in a shrug as he took another sip from the coffee. "I'm just not used to us agreeing 
on much," he remarked, and Eva gave a short nod. 


She shifted in her chair and suddenly asked, "You remember when you first joined my unit?" 


Emil winced. He only wished he could forget it. He'd served with Eva his first year out of 

training, before he'd gone to Denmark. "I remember," he told her, holding the mug cupped 
between both his hands. "And I know. I was the worst. I know it's just an excuse, but I was 
still such a dumb kid back then..." 


"You really were," she agreed. "You thought you were above all the hard work. Acted like 
you were god's gift to the military and that we should all be thankful that you'd even bothered 
showing up, whether you pulled your weight or not." She shot him a pointed look. "You 
would've made Lars look good." 


He couldn't help snorting at the comparison, as much as he wished it weren't true. Thinking 
back to how he'd acted at 18 and imagining a kid like that joining his crew, Emil was certain 
he would have hated himself, too. Not that he hadn't hated himself back then. He had, but it 
had been for all the wrong reasons, which was why it had taken him so long to learn better. 


"Then you came waltzing back from that godforsaken expedition," Eva murmured, her eyes 
looking off into the past, "and the brass just kept on moving you up the ranks, for no better 
reason than that you'd had the sheer luck to survive the Silent World. Probably all thanks to 
Hotakainen, I can see now." 


"It was," Emil agreed quietly. He never would have made it through Denmark if it hadn't 
been for Lalli. 


He watched as Eva looked down and swirled the black liquid in her mug before she 
continued, "It'd taken me nearly a decade to make lieutenant, and you were a captain in less 
than three years." Her mouth was bracketed with lines with bitter disappointment, and Emil 
felt an uncomfortable weight settle low in his stomach. "I know the military is all about 
politics," she muttered, "but it still wasn't fair." 


Emil looked down at his hands, where the calluses littering his fingers had begun to heal, 
now that they'd been back from the field a couple weeks. He had worked hard since he'd first 
come back from Denmark, harder than he ever had dreamed of working before the 
expedition, throwing himself into the labor to try to burn away the horrible memories he was 
running away from in those days. But he wasn't the only one who worked hard. He honestly 
didn't know how many of the promotions he'd gotten were because he really deserved them— 
and how much of it might've been the "hero of the Silent World" thing that Eva assumed it 
had been. Some of it had to be. He wasn't dumb enough or conceited enough to deny it. 


Eva let out a dark laugh to her self. "I'd managed to avoid you for years, but then I 
volunteered for the Eno job because I could really use the extra pay. And you had to go and 
show up there. You just had to volunteer as captain, so I would have to report directly to you 
for a whole season. In Finland of all places." 


He grimaced. "And as if that weren't enough, then you got stuck with me again this year," he 
pointed out glumly. 


"I sure did." She took a big swig of the coffee that was starting to cool in both their mugs. "I 
think I'm going to get stuck with you again next year, too." 


Emil winced and asked, "Did Karlsson say something about your next assignment?" He 
hoped she wasn't taking her anger out on the lieutenants who had served under him, too. They 
hadn't had anything to do with him hiding his relationship with Lalli. 


But Eva shook her head. "No," she said, "I'm planning to put in the request myself." 


It was a good thing he'd had both hands wrapped around the ceramic mug or he might have 
dropped it. "But...you hate me," he said, unable to think of any more tactful response. 


"I did," she agrees. "And I certainly hated the insane pace we worked at this year." She 
leveled a look at him, a glint in her worn hazel eyes. "But we pulled off a damn miracle, and 
everyone knows it, whether they like to admit it or not. And we did it without losing a single 
cleanser." Emil's mouth was hanging open as he blinked at her, but Eva's glare was hard and 
demanding. "Everyone's going to be watching you and your projects now. If you can keep 


pulling off stunners like this, then I want to be a part of them. I'm not about to let you keep 
outstripping me." 


She drained the last of her coffee from her cup. "But I certainly wouldn't complain if you 
managed to get Lars reassigned elsewhere." 


That afternoon, a full week after Emil had been summoned by a furious Major Karlsson, Nils 
showed up in the door of the captains' office once more. The secretary leaned on the 
doorway, knocking against the jamb with one hand. Emil looked up, along with the others in 
the room, and met the man's eyes. There wasn't much he could read there, but at least Nils 
didn't look as harried and impatient as he had the previous Monday. He was back to his usual 
aloof self, acting as if he were merely doing the officers a favor by passing Karlsson's 
messages for her. 


He didn't have to say a word. Emil heaved himself up from his desk, tugging on his uniform 
to make sure he looked presentable, then followed the secretary out to face his fate. It would 
be better to at least know, one way or the other, what Karlsson was thinking. Emil told 
himself that right up until he walked into her office, saw her stony face, and then 
reconsidered whether maybe it wouldn't have actually been better after all to keep on living 
with some foolish hope that things would somehow work out despite all appearances to the 
contrary. 


At least this time she did return his salute when he offered it and told him to stand at ease. 
Then she began to speak: "First things first, captain. You are never to conceal relevant 
information from me again. Do we understand one another?" 


"Yes, Major Karlsson," he said at once, praying with whatever little faith he had as a Swede 
that he could keep his word. 


The major nodded to herself, looking down at the papers before her. Emil recognized his own 
writing and realized that they were his reports from the year's project. "With that agreement 
in mind," Karlsson said, flipping the top pages back to glance through the documents, "is 
there anything else I might possibly need to know that may have 'slipped your mind' during 
these past several months?" 


Emil wracked his brain for anything more that could get him in trouble. But everything 
should be in those reports. He'd detailed all the ways in which he'd diverged from standard 
practice, so she would already know that he hadn't had his trios keep one member constantly 
on guard, since they'd had Lalli to cover for that. He'd written up the attack they'd had from 
the wolf beasts, explaining what had gone wrong and exactly how two of his cleansers had 
sustained the injuries they had. He'd even written about Elis and Matias and described as best 
as he was able to the sort of skills that Lalli been trying to impart to them. And he'd 
mentioned in his final summary that he'd let all the cleansers claim "a personal item or two" 


from Sveg when they'd left the city—for morale. He couldn't think of much else that could 
come as a nasty surprise to the major now. 


"Aside from what was in my reports? And my personal relationship with Lalli, ma'am?" he 
asked at last. 


Her look would have made most men wither. It certainly made Emil feel as small as a child. 
"Yes," she drawled, "aside from that, captain." 


He swallowed and struggled to clear his throat. "Then no. I don't believe so, ma'am." 


She shuffled the papers a moment, then stood them up, rapping the ends on the desk to 
straighten them out. "Good. Then despite your idiotic offer to quit your job, I expect you to 
continue with your current enlistment contract, which still has three years remaining on it. So 
it is time we start talking about your next assignment." 


Emil's heart didn't race but instead knocked heavy and painful against his ribs as he waited to 
hear what she would say. 


"I've read your reports and your evaluations of the new cleansers you had working under you 
this past year." Her grim look sent a chill running down his arms. "You've completely failed 
to train those two units in any of our standard practices. They'll be useless to any regular 
project in their current state." 


Emil's felt his face flame on the young recruits' behalf. The new cleansers had worked their 
hearts out for him, and Emil was prouder of them than any other units he'd ever had under his 
command. He remembered every one of their names and faces, as well as every free hour 
they'd given up to keep working long after they were required to, all to help pull off the 
miraculous success they'd had that year. If the major wanted to blame Emil for failing to 
teach them particular skills that the military expected them to know, that was one thing. But 
they were not useless. 


He was still struggling to decide if it would do more harm to interrupt and defend them when 
Karlsson dropped her bombshell. "I am keeping your former units assigned to Lulea, where 
they've been working under Captain Forsberg the past two years, and you will keep the 
greenhorns." She paused a moment. "And you will be assigned to the Sveavagen." 


There was silence in the room as Emil stared at his commanding officer, and she stared right 
back, unflinching. The heat in his face faded into cold numbness. 


The Sveavdgen? They weren't going to fire him—they were going to kill him. 


Attempts had been made in the past to cleanse more of the train line connecting Sweden to 
Denmark, but the last serious effort had been when Emil was a child, and they'd only made it 
about 15 kilometers at the cost of dozens of lives. Since then, the government had mostly 
given up on cleansing farther to the south and had turned their focus instead onto trying to 
make trains that could barrel (or saw) through anything that might cross the long line, like the 
Dalahasten train he'd once had a very memorable ride on. 


"The Sveavagen?" he repeated in a faint voice. 
"That's right, captain." 
"Th-the entire line?" 


"That is the idea, yes," she agreed easily, as if she hadn't just proposed a task that could take 
decades. "The Swedish government is interested in trying once more to secure a safer 
connection to Oresund, to encourage more direct tourism from Bornholm—as well as from 
Norway and Iceland. The current sea routes simply take too long for many travelers." He 
couldn't tell if she was being sarcastic or not as she pointed out, "You've demonstrated a 
greater interest in international relations than any of our other captains, and given your recent 
success on the train line here, you seemed like an obvious choice." 


"But...that was because of Lalli," he said, his words stumbling over one another. "We only 
made the progress we did last year because he was on the project. We only avoided any 
losses because he was on the project. If you were to send us down there without him..." 


The major acted as if she didn't hear his words. "You will also be taking an additional two 
units of new recruits, once they graduate from their training this coming spring, to add to the 
two units you oversaw this year." The corner of her lips turned up just a hair, while Emil 
fought down the sick feeling in his throat. "You wanted to create something new? 
Congratulations. This is your chance." 


"But..." But it sounded far more like punishment than a reward. /t will be a complete disaster. 


"Oh, yes," the major remarked, holding up a finger as if she'd just remembered something. 
"And you will be accompanied by one of my own men. He'll be monitoring things for me and 
keeping me properly informed of your progress. I will be keeping a close eye on his reports 
to judge whether your 'innovations' should continue to be supported or not." She made sure 
Emil met her eyes as she explained, "And if there are any disagreements between the two of 
you about how things should be done, / will be the one to make the final call." 


"But..." The word was even smaller and weaker this time, and Emil couldn't think of anything 
to follow it up with. There was really only one question fo follow it up with. "But what about 
Lalli?" 


The hint of amusement deepened on the major's face, her mouth taking on a sardonic twist. 
"Perhaps you should worry more about your own position, captain, rather than worrying 
about others. Nils will have more details for you soon. Until then, I suggest you start pulling 
maps. Oh, and tell Nils I want to speak with Magnusson next." She nodded toward the door. 
"You're dismissed, captain." 


At approximately five minutes past four in the afternoon, Emil pushed the glass door open 
and stepped out of the cleansers' headquarters and into the golden dusk. He stopped on the 
top step, staring out across the city until a couple of his fellow officers opened the door 
behind him and nearly bowled him over. They laughed and apologized and went on their way, 
glad to be done with another day and ready to get something to eat and to enjoy the rest of 
their evening. Emil watched them go, feeling so far removed from them that he might as well 
have been watching them from the moon. 


He stumbled down the steps, just as he had stumbled through the remainder of his afternoon, 
as if he were still sleeping and this was some nightmare. They had done everything right. 
Well, maybe not everything. They had hidden things from his commander, and they'd nearly 
gotten Lalli killed by overworking him beyond any human capacity, but they'd succeeded. 
They'd pulled off an impossible project, and the reward wasn't the life together that they'd 
dreamed of—it was yet another impossible project, but this time...without Lalli. 


Maybe it wouldn't be so hard to learn Finnish after all. How much would he really need to 
know to work as a cleanser in Finland anyway? And he could live without coffee and exotic 
imports and trains. If he had to spend the last years of his current contract on the Sveavagen, 
he might actually be glad to never see another railroad track in his life. 


Shuffling down the road, it took his distracted mind several seconds to realize there was 
someone stopped in the road in front of him. The rail-thin figure, enveloped in a thick winter 
jacket and hands jammed into its pockets, was unmistakable, though. The December winds 
had pulled some of his hair loose, and it caught the last of the fading sunlight, turning as gold 
as Emil's rather than its usual lighter ash. Emil's feet stopped at the same time as his heart. He 
stood frozen in the road, caught between wanting to run toward Lalli and wanting to run 
away. 


He wasn't even that surprised. Not really. It was part of Lalli's magic, how he would suddenly 
appear in Emil's life like an unexpected gift, like a miraculous vision from his Finnish gods. 
And besides: this was exactly where Lalli was meant to be. This was supposed to be the city 
where they were going to start living the rest of their lives together. Of course Lalli was here, 
even if it were without warning, even if it were weeks before he was expected to be. 


So Emil put one foot in front of the other and began walking once more toward the Finn, his 
heart caught in his throat and thumping painfully there. Lalli wasn't carrying anything, 
nothing but the clothes on his back. Had he just arrived? Had he quit his job? Without waiting 
for the offer they'd both hoped was coming? Emil did the math as he drew closer. Lalli must 
have left Finland the day before, which had been Sunday. Emil hadn't sent his letter from 
Sweden till Wednesday, struggling with what to say even after he'd decided he wanted to tell 
Lalli everything at once. It was quite likely the letter hadn't even reached Lalli before he left 
Finland. Meaning he had no idea that everything was falling apart. 


Lalli seemed to have noticed his momentary hesitation, and he was frowning now, so Emil 
picked up his pace to close the distance between them. "You're here," he said, stating the 
obvious. "What are you doing out here?" Figuring that the cat was already out of the bag with 
Karlsson and that it didn't matter who else knew now, he wrapped a hand around Lalli's upper 


arm and leaned in to press a quick kiss to his cold cheek, just at the corner of those turned- 
down lips. "Did you lose your key?" 


The gray eyes were studying him suspiciously. "No. I thought you'd be finishing up work 
soon, so I came to catch you." 


"Well, you've caught me," Emil agreed with a weak laugh. 


"Something's wrong," Lalli said with his usual bluntness. Emil winced, though he'd hardly 
been trying with his cheery facade. He didn't want to lie to Lalli. 


"Maybe we should talk inside where it's warmer," he suggested, trying to pull Lalli by the 
arm and turn him back toward the apartment. 


The mage wasn't one to be pushed around, though, and he planted his feet on the road, 
making it impossible for Emil to move him unless he wanted to start a physical fight. "What 
is it?" 


"You..." Emil sighed. "You didn't get my letter from last week, did you?" 
Lalli slowly shook his head. "No. What letter?" 


Emil looked down at the jacketed arm he was still hanging onto. He tugged it until Lalli's 
hand slipped from his well-lined pocket and into the cold air. Emil wrapped his own hand 
around those thin fingers, squeezing them. "I... made a mistake. I'm sorry. I may have ruined 
everything." 


Lalli went very still, and his voice was dangerously flat as he asked, "What do you mean?" 


Emil realized all the ways that the words could be taken wrong, and he hurried to explain, 
"Not like that. But—Karlsson. She found out. About you and me. But in the worst possible 
way." He clung to those fingers, which at least hadn't been pulled away yet. "She got 
embarrassed in front of a bunch of important people, and she was furious at me, and 
she...she's assigning me to the Sveavagen. It'll take years to cleanse. Decades." He sighed and 
shook his head, still not daring to look up into Lalli's face. "I don't know. Maybe I can quit, 
but if you've quit your job, too, we can't both be out of work, right? But the Sveavagen—it'll 
mean so many long seasons out in the field again, for years and years on end..." 


He looked up at Lalli at last, and the Finn tilted his head to the side. He gave a little shrug 
before saying, "But we'll be out there together. I thought you liked working in the field?" 


"No," Emil said, feeling even more sick than he had when he'd been facing Karlsson. "You 
don't understand. I can't just bring you along with me..." 


Lalli's head was still to one side, and he looked faintly amused. "You wouldn't be 'bringing' 
me along." 


"What?" 


Now Lalli's smile grew into one of those rare wonders that few but Emil got to see, the mage 
looking utterly pleased with himself. "She didn't tell you?" For a second, the ground lurched 
beneath Emil's feet, then everything tilted—and slid dizzyingly into place as Lalli explained, 
"I've been asked to oversee the cleansing of the Sveavagen. As an independent contractor." 


"What?!" Emil gaped at him, and Lalli actually /aughed, lifting his other arm to tuck his face 
into the elbow of his jacket as he snorted in amusement. 


When he looked up at Emil again, his eyes glinting with humor over the edge of his sleeve, 
Lalli told him, "I've got the letter back at home, if you don't believe me. A provisional 
contract for the next three years, with the option to extend it if both parties agree." 


Emil's mind was as white and blank as the snow covering the rooftops, as he tried to make 
the words make sense. "But Karlsson...she..." 


She had never actually said she wouldn't give Lalli a job. Only that she couldn't give him a 
job under Emil. Only that Emil should worry about his own position. Because she'd already 
given Lalli one? 


Emil dropped Lalli's hand and spun around, running back to the headquarters behind him. 
Lalli shouted after him, a thread of laughter still ringing through his voice, but Emil didn't 
stop until he'd flown through the halls and banged into the major's office past an outraged 
Nils. 


Major Karlsson's head shot up from her desk with a similar look of outrage, though it settled 
into stiffer lines when she saw it was Emil who had just barged into her office. "You'd better 
have one damn good reason for bursting into my office without an appointment. Without 
even knocking." 


He snapped to attention, staring over her head as he saluted, his chest heaving. "Yes, ma'am. I 
mean, no, ma'am. I don't." He dared to look at her then. "I just—thank you, ma'am. I can't 
thank you enough." 


Rolling her eyes with an aggrieved sigh, Karlsson agreed. "I'm sure you can't. But I've done 
nothing for you to thank me for." 


"But—but you hired Lalli..." He shook his head in amazement. "Even after everything, you 
still gave him a contract." 


She set her pen down with a sharp clack, folding her hands together. "And why should you 
thank me for that, captain?" Emil blinked. "Do you somehow imagine I did it for your sake?" 


Well, now he didn't. 


Karlsson made a noise in her throat and then snapped, "Oh, sit down, Vasterstr6m. It's been a 
very long day, and you're making my neck hurt." 


Emil dropped mutely into one of the chairs before her desk, then the major began to speak in 
precise tones that offered no misunderstanding. "As I told those fools down in Mora, I do not 


make staffing decisions based on my underling's /ove lives." The last two words were coated 
with disdain thick enough to scrap off and paint the walls with. "I would not for an instant 
have considered offering a contract to Mr. Hotakainen if I didn't think it was the right thing to 
do for Sweden." She fixed him with a hard look. "Not you." 


"Yes, ma'am," Emil agreed in a small voice, resisting the sudden desire to sink down low in 
the chair—or out of sight, if that were possible. She wasn't finished, though. 


"However. You brought Mr. Hotakainen's unique skills to my attention through the exemplary 
work that your units did this year, and I thank you for that." She inclined her head a few 
centimeters, which was about as gracious as Emil had ever seen her be with anyone beneath 
her in rank. "It brought to light areas where we could possibly improve our workflow for 
better efficiency. Since we also happened to have an unexpected financial windfall as a result 
of your success with this year's project, I was able to secure the budget for a private 
contractor to continue working as a consultant on our projects, so that we might see if we can 
repeat such successes. A private contractor who will be reporting directly to me." 


She eyed him, and Emil gave a meek nod to show he was still following along. But in his 
heart, he was having to quash down the birdsong and rainbows and angelic choruses that 
wanted to explode into life. She'd done it. She'd pulled it all off—while letting him squirm 
and suffer and wonder, probably as a punishment for keeping things from her, and Emil didn't 
care, because—she'd done it. 


"As long as this assignment goes well, I have no reason not to assign the both of you to it. 
You have a proven track record of working well together." Emil nodded along eagerly now, 
and the major narrowed her eyes at him in warning. "But if I find that his skills are being 
wasted because you and your cleansers fail to make progress, or because you become unable 
to work together as professionals for any reason, then I will not hesitate to move either one of 
you off the Sveavagen project." Karlsson's voice was an unforgiving as a properly swung axe 
as it rang through the private office, lit in the warm orange glow of the sunset light streaming 
through the windows behind her. "As long as I sit behind this desk, I will always choose 
whatever is best for Sweden and not be swayed by the personal wishes of the people who 
serve under me if they do not also serve Sweden. If you end up sitting in this chair, you will 
have to do the same." 


Emil had been floating somewhere up above the clouds, imagining the next months and years 
spent together with Lalli—day in and day out, year after year, as they created something new 

and magical and groundbreaking together. The major's words brought him back down to earth 
all at once. 


"If...if J sit in that chair?" he asked, uncertain if he'd heard her correctly. Maybe he'd still been 
lost in his fantasies. 


Major Karlsson raised an eyebrow at him. "Surely you don't expect me to end my career here, 
captain. Eventually I will move on, and Ostersund will be in need of a new major to keep the 
base running." 


Emil was speechless, and his commander looked to the clock on her wall and apparently 
decided she wasn't getting any more work done for the day. Sliding open a lower drawer in 


her desk, she pulled out a bottle of lakka, more than half empty but still with a couple 
centimeters of liquid in it, sloshing about and orange as the setting sun. And if anyone might 
ever dare think it wasn't appropriate for her to keep a bottle in her desk, they wouldn't be 
hearing about it from Emil. 


Karlsson had found a way to make it possible for Lalli to keep working at his side for years. 
Lalli who was somewhere just meters from him right now, in the same city, quite possibly 
here to stay now—not just through jul but through the new year and for every last day of the 
winter until they set off into the field together again once more, and then every long day after 
that. She could claim it wasn't for his sake. She could say it was for Sweden. And he knew 
that a good deal of it was for her own sake, as well—for her own ambitions that could be 
fulfilled by them pulling off a success so momentous that it would put this one season's feats 
look like a weekend's work. None of it mattered. The major had just won his undying loyalty 
for taking this chance on them. Probably she knew it, too. 


"A word of advice, Vasterstr6m," she said, as she unscrewed the cap and poured a dash of the 
cloudberry liqueur into the coffee mug on her desk. "I've worked within the lumbering beast 
of the Swedish military for 37 years, longer than you've even been alive. No matter how 
much pressure you apply to it, the beast is very resistant to any change in course." She 
screwed the cap back on the bottle and returned it to its hiding spot, sliding the drawer shut 
once more. "And it certainly won't be budged by any pressure applied from the outside." 


She lifted the mug to her mouth. "If you want to change it, you must change it from within. 
It's easier to do that when people like you and they like your ideas. And you certainly have 
big ideas." She gestured her mug toward him as she pointed out, "But people do not like your 
ideas." 


There was a long and painful pause as she took a drink. 
"Do you know what you have to do when people don't like your ideas, captain?" she asked. 
Emil shook his head mutely. 


For the first time in his life, he saw Major Karlsson offer him a genuine smile, rare and fierce 
and full of pride. "You be so god-damn good that they can't afford to lose you." 


Lifting her mug to Emil in mocking salute, she instructed him, "Go down there, clear a path 
to Denmark, and be that damn good, Vasterstrém. Don't make me regret believing in you." 


Chapter End Notes 


D'awww, nearly there! I thought about just ending here, but there will be one more 
chapter to round things out! 


Chapter 26 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Epilogue 


Lalli was in a bad mood, and Emil was on his best behavior. 


Riding on trains usually didn't bother the mage as much as other vehicles, but that didn't 
mean that they never did. For some reason, the ride down from Ostersund today had started 
off with an uneven lurch, which had left Lalli's usual equanimity somewhere in the city 
behind them as they rolled south. It was a five-hour trip all told, and Lalli was already 
muttering prayers under his breath after less than five minutes. Emil's eyes slid over his love's 
pale face, worried a little about him getting sick and much more about him being in a foul 
temper for the entire holiday. 


"So whatever happened with Onni and Reynir?" Emil asked, settling back into his own seat 
and hoping that maybe the distraction of conversation could pull Lalli back from the misery 
of his nausea. 


Lalli glare balefully over at him for a moment. "What d'you mean?" The words were short 
and mumbled, like Lalli wanted to put as little effort as possible into moving his mouth so he 
could dedicate the bulk of it to being sick. 


"Well, I don't think I ever heard more after you first reached out to them." As Emil watched, 
Lalli squeezed his eyes shut, seeming to turn a few shades greener. "You were trying to ask 
Reynir about Icelandic magic, right? Would he consider visiting Sweden?" 


"Saali minua, Mielikki," Lalli muttered under his breath, the words meaning nothing to Emil, 
"ennen kuin murhaan." 


"Okay," Emil agreed quickly, without knowing what Lalli was saying. He recognized the tone 
easily enough. "No talking. Can I get you anything?" He reached over and brushed the hair 
from Lalli's damp forehead. 


The Finn gave a quick shake of his head, then clapped his hand over his mouth and groaned. 
He kept it there as he held himself still, and their recently cleansed lands slid past the window 
beside them, still studded with fallen trees that would be cleared out by other crews the next 
year. Emil watched Lalli nervously, but luckily their rushed breakfast did not make a 
reappearance. After a few minutes, Lalli leaned over to press his face against the cold glass of 
the window, and Emil fished some papers out of his shoulder bag and used them to fan the 
sick mage, hoping the air might help as well. 


By the time Lalli next spoke, they were many kilometers to the south but he looked a little 
less green around the gills. "Reynir's not coming," he bit out, so unexpectedly that Emil had 
to ask him to repeat the words because he hadn't caught them the first time. "Reynir," Lalli 
said again, this through gritted teeth, "will not be coming here." 


"Oh?" Emil couldn't say that a part of him wasn't relieved. In his opinion, Reynir was always 
best in small doses, and frankly he'd been a little worried about the idea of hosting the other 
mage for days or possibly weeks. Especially since the lanky Icelander was likely to use up all 
of Lalli's patience and leave none leftover for Emil. But it was also something of a setback 
for Lalli's experiment in teaching Swedes whatever magic they could master. "Did he say 
why?" 


"I didn't ask him to come," Lalli said shortly. 


Emil drew up short. "Wait, what?" He'd apparently missed something. "But I thought you 
wanted an Icelandic mage to help you test things!" 


"Not him." 


Emil looked out the side of his eye at his lover as he kept up his fanning. Lalli was still 
keeping his eyes closed, his cheek pressed to the window. Emil reminded him, "Reynir at 
least has some reason to help out. Who else is going to sail weeks to Sweden on their own 
dime for something that might not amount to anything? The Icelanders make the Norwegians 
go to them to learn magic, right? I doubt they'd just dispatch someone here on such a long 
shot..." 


Lalli gave a short shake of his head, forehead rolling across the glass. "Don't care. Not him." 
"Lalli, be reasonable—" 


Lalli was apparently not interested in being reasonable or in speaking more than absolutely 
necessary as he rattled off, "Don't need him. Need a Norwegian mage. Closer and no need for 
a translator." 


"That's...okay, that's actually a good point, yeah," Emil admitted. He hadn't thought about the 
fact that Reynir still didn't share any languages with Lalli. Or with Emil himself for that 
matter. But they didn't have any connections in Norway. He wondered if Trond was still alive 
—the old barnacle had always seemed likely to outlive them all. Perhaps he could come 
through again and find them someone desperate enough to agree to come visit awhile for no 
pay—or someone who he could blackmail into coming for no pay. Someone who would be 
willing give up weeks or months of their time purely for the "worthiness" of the cause. "But 
I'm pretty sure we'd have to at least pay for their travel. And I don't think Karlsson is going to 
be easy to persuade to cough up the budget. Your contract doesn't even start till next month, 
and it didn't exactly have any padding for incidentals..." 


"I'll pay for them to come myself," Lalli insisted. "If it's not Reynir." 


Emi laughed. Lalli was really taking it a bit far, and Emil knew he didn't actually hate Reynitr. 
"Oh, come on," he said, turning slightly onto his hip to face Lalli better. The smile was 


obvious in his wheedling tone, and Lalli cracked an eye open to give him an unamused look. 
"I'm serious." And his tone was entirely serious. 


Emil protested, not sure they were joking any longer, "You can't pay out of your own 
pocket!" 


"Yes, I can," Lalli insisted. "I don't need Reynir. I need a Norwegian." His face blanched, 
turning several shades paler as he closed his eyes again. "I think I'm going to be sick if we 
keep talking about this." 


"B-but that's not..." Emil shook his head, thinking about the implications. "I mean, yes, we 
can get by on my salary alone, if you really wanted to use your own pay for something like 
this, if you really think it's necessary. But, Lalli..." 


"It's just money." Lalli shrugged, then held himself incredibly still, clearly regretting the 
small motion. Emil started fanning quicker with his papers, looking on in worry. 


"Do you know how much it costs to sail from Norway?" Emil asked. He wasn't trying to be a 
jerk about it. He really had little idea himself, but he knew that the sailing from Norway was 
a lot longer trip than the ferry from Finland. Many times longer, depending from how far up 
in Norway you were coming from. 


"I've got about a decade's worth of pay from Keuruu," Lalli grumbled. "It can't be more than 
that." 


Emil's fanning stopped. "You...what?" 


Lalli glanced at him and gestured with a few fingers for him to keep up the fanning. Once 
Emil's hand started moving again, the mage explained, "I lived in the barracks. I had a 
uniform. There was never anything I needed to buy in Keuruu." He lifted one shoulder, 
keeping the gesture much smaller this time. "I had it all changed to kroner when I left. Came 
out to a little over a million." 


"Wait...in cash? " Emil asked,. "You brought that much in cash to Sweden?" 


"Ugh, yes, what does it matter." Lalli pulled his coat around himself, curling up against the 
window again as he tried to find a more comfortable position. 


A thought occurred to Emil. "Wait, where is all that cash now?" he asked, afraid of the 
answer. 


"At home." 


"You left a million kroner in cash in our apartment?!" Even the furious hiss seemed too loud 
on the crowded train, and Emil looked around nervously. Of all the things the crazy things 
that Lalli had ever done... The mage simply nodded, refusing to be more bothered by this fact 
than by his nausea. "Oh my god, we should go straight back. I can't believe you didn't tell me 
you just... What if someone breaks in?!" 


"Has that ever happened?" Lalli asked, a thread of curiosity in his voice for the first time 
during the entire conversation. 


"Well, no, but..." 


With that, any hint of interest from Lalli died a quick death. "Then I'm not very worried. You 
go back if it bothers you. I am not getting on another train today." 


Emil waffled as he watched Lalli grimace, and his hand still absently waved his makeshift 
fan as he considered his options. He didn't want to miss out on the holiday celebrations just to 
ride back up to Ostersund and back down again. It was true there'd never been any sort of 
crime around his building. At last he gave in with a sigh, falling back against his own seat 
back again. "Fine! But the minute we get back home, we're going to the bank and opening 
you an account." 


Lalli rolled his eyes up to the ceiling, looking rather corpse-like when he was so pale in his 
misery. "Fine. Whatever. If the nausea doesn't kill me first." 


"You know, you can be rather dramatic sometimes," Emil told him, leaning over to press a 
kiss to Lalli's temple and making a mental note to ask Siv about what the possible penalties 
might be for accidentally smuggling a million kroner across the border without declaring it. 


When they arrived at Siv and Torbjérn's, they found they were the last to have arrived. Sune 
was home from his gymnasium on Soller6n, which he'd started attending that fall. He lived in 
the student dorms during term, since it was a two-week quarantine to get on to the island, so 
this was his first visit since September. He was holding court with his two younger siblings, 
regaling them with tales of all the grown-up adventures he was having without them. Elis was 
trailing around in Tuuri's wake, looking a bit nervous about his first big holiday with his 
girlfriend's second family, while Tuuri herself had cornered Torbjérn and was pressing him 
for more details about the job he'd once held restoring and duplicating Old World books. It 
seemed like the sort of work she might be interested in, if she were to start looking for a 
position in Sweden. No one was minding Siv wailing from the kitchen as she tried to keep 
several pots from boiling over while searching her cluttered counters for the carving knife 
that she knew she'd had out just minutes before. 


All the conversations broke up for a moment when Emil and Lalli came stomping in from the 
snow, ruddy cheeked thanks to the walk from Mora station. Greetings rang out through the 
wooden house, and Tuuri threw herself into a hug with Emil before pinching Lalli for 
"ditching" her early yet again this year. Elis waved from behind her, offering cheery holiday 
wishes to his captain and his mentor, who were temporarily fellow house guests and not just 
his superiors. Emil returned the casual greeting with some bemusement. He wasn't much of a 
stickler for observing rank, but he might still need to have a few words to Elis at some point 
to be sure he actually did know how to behave around other officers. At least the long walk in 


the cold air had been enough for Lalli to recover from his motion sickness, so he accepted 
Elis's presence with no more than a grumpy huff. 


Tuuri and Lalli fell into Finnish at once, and they left Elis and Emil alone in the hall as Tuuri 
dragged her taller cousin along with her toward the kitchen. Emil and Lalli hadn't met Tuuri 
at the ferry this time, letting Elis have the honors and giving the couple some privacy to get 
some of their gushing out of the way before Lalli would have to witness it, so this was the 
first time the two cousins had met in weeks. 


Emil exchanged a look with his fellow Swede, as they watched their partners abandon them, 
then shrugged and fell back on standard questions about what the other cleanser had been up 
to lately. They weren't exactly friends, but once Emil had gotten over feeling jealous of Elis 
for the other man getting to spend time with Lalli when Emil himself didn't get to, they'd 
gone back to getting along just fine. They chatted easily as they followed the Hotakainens 
farther into the house. 


In the kitchen, Emil greeted his aunt and uncle warmly, and they welcomed both he and Lalli 
with shouts and hugs, which Emil returned and Lalli tolerated. They all exclaimed over how 
quickly the year had flown by and how they couldn't believe it had been 10 months since 
Emil had stopped by on his way to Orsa. Emil grimaced and promised them that the next year 
would be different. The area around the Sveavagen was too active to work through high 
summer, so they would be focusing the most intensive work in the spring and fall. During the 
summer, Emil reassured them, they should be able to come visit at least a couple times, since 
the crews would spend several months close to Mora and focusing on installing fencing 
instead of trying to push farther south during the worst of the summer months. 


Tuuri and Elis slipped off during all this talk, and then the conversation got completely 
derailed as something started spitting and smoking on the stove, liquid bubbling up under a 
pot lid. Siv shrieked and dashed over to turn down the heat, Emil grabbed a pot holder and 
lifted the sauce pan off the burner, and in the chaos, Torbjérn took Lalli by his narrow 
shoulders and pushed him out of the room so they could both escape from having to help 
with the cooking, now that Emil had gotten himself involved. By the time Siv and Emil 
noticed, they'd been left alone in the kitchen. Emil laughed as Siv fumed, but he could tell she 
wasn't truly that angry. It was easier to move about without everyone crowding into the room. 


And so Emil stayed and helped his aunt with the meal, getting the cold cuts on serving plates 
as She kept an eye on the hot dishes being cooked on the stovetop or warming in the oven. He 
shouted for his cousins to come help set up, and when only Hakan slunk into the kitchen, he 
shouted some more until all three changelings were assembled. They were dispatched to put 
dishes out on the tables and light the candles littering every surface where there was still 
space. As the kitchen quieted again for a moment, Emil wiped his hands on a dish towel and 
asked Siv what needed doing next. 


His aunt used the back of one hand to try to get the hair out of her face, her fingers covered in 
the minced meat she was squeezing into meatballs, and she seemed to realize for the first 
time how long he'd been helping for. "Oh no, go enjoy your time with your friends, Emil! I'll 
make the children help if I really need anything. Or that useless husband of mine. This is 
your holiday, too!" 


"And yours, Aunt Siv," he reminded her, with a quick half hug. "I'll be back in just a bit," he 
promised, but he did also want to see where Lalli had disappeared to. His three cousins were 
the only ones in the dining room, lurking out of their mother's sight so she might think they 
were still busy putting out plates, and Emil messed up their hair as he hurried around the 
corer into the living room. Torbjérn was nowhere to be seen, but in the living room, he did 
finally find Lalli, Tuuri, and Elis. 


Lalli was sitting on the sofa and being talked at by a very enthusiastic Elis, who was waving 
his hands about as his teacher flinched. Somehow Lalli still managed to notice as soon as 
Emil stepped through the open doorway, and he patted the cushion beside himself with one 
eyebrow raised, so Emil hurried over with a grin. He sat and threw an arm over the back of 
the sofa, snaking it behind Lalli's shoulders, then tried to catch up with whatever it was Elis 
had done now. 


"You were the one who brought up the idea in the first place," Elis was insisting, as he waved 
a piece of paper in front of Lalli. "I just figured I would get a head start." 


"You '‘figured' you would try to play with magic you don't understand without anyone to 
watch over you who knew what you were doing," Lalli snapped. "What could possibly go 
wrong?" 


Tuuri leaned over the sofa, waving a hand between the two of them, and insisted, "I wouldn't 
have taught him anything dangerous, Lalli! It's a simple child's spell!" 


"Wait, you were teaching him spells, Tuuri?" Emil interrupted to ask. "When did you learn to 
do magic?" 


Tuuri looked at him in surprise and then laughed. "Oh, it's not really magic! It's just the sort 

of spell we'd teach any child." When he still look confused, she explained, "Any Finn knows 
these kinds of simple runo. We can't all call down the gods to do our bidding, but—well, it's 

like a charm. Or a prayer. Anyone can say it and hope that the gods take pity on them. They 

sometimes work, even if you aren't a mage." 


Elis thrust the paper into Lalli's hands, and Emil leaned close to look over his shoulder 
curiously. At the top of the page were several lines of nonsense which must have been the 
original Finnish text, and below it a neat translation in handwriting he recognized as Tuuri's. 
Emil skimmed it and could at least confirm that it was indeed in Swedish. It read like some 
kind of plea to someone named Tuulikki, and while Emil had managed to remember the 
names of some of the major Finnish gods after so long with Lalli, this one didn't ring any 
bells. Or he'd just forgotten it. 


Lalli was shaking his head, though. "This won't work." 
"Then help us fix it!" Tuuri shot back, jostling her cousin by the shoulder. 


Lalli groaned and threw his head back, letting it rest on Emil's arm a moment. Then he sighed 
and lifted the paper up to his face again. "The sound—t's all...off. It doesn't sound the way 
it's supposed to." He didn't seem to know the words to express what he meant, which only 
made his temper shorter, but Tuuri seemed to understand anyway. 


"Oh!" She hit the back of the sofa with a fist, looking excited. "I didn't think about it, but 
you're right! Runo have to have a certain meter, don't they?" 


Lalli stared at her flatly. "I don't know what that means." 


Tuuri waved her hands in little circles, as if that would help in any way, as she said, "Oh, you 
know! Meter! It's like...the rhythm of the words!" 


She dropped into Finnish, and they went back and forth several times, but each of Lalli's 
replies sounded more annoyed than the last. At last he threw up his hands and switched back 
to Swedish, "I don't know about any of that—I just know that it's wrong! This Swedish is all 
wrong, and he'll just have to learn how to do it right if he wants to do it at all!" 


Emil and Tuuri's eyes met over Lalli's head, and he could see she was biting her lip to try not 
to laugh. Emil was fighting a similar battle. Yes, Elis was just going to have to learn. Lalli 
probably wasn't going to. His teaching methods had improved slightly over the year—but 
only slightly. Mostly, though, he was just incredibly lucky that Elis was the type who was 
eager enough and curious enough to try to clarify for himself what Lalli meant when the 
Finnish mage only explained things half way (or even less). Elis had gotten good enough at 
drawing out the necessary details and connecting the disparate dots that Lalli scattered 
through his lectures that he was generally successful at figuring out what Lalli wanted. And 
that allowed Matias to follow along, since Elis basically acted as Lalli's 'translator'—which 
was good, because otherwise Lalli would have probably cut Matias loose within the first days 
of his joining their lessons. The two of them had even more trouble communicating than Lalli 
and Elis did, since Matias tended to retreat farther the more he panicked, making Lalli more 
and more annoyed as their conversations fell apart around them. 


But despite all his own protests, Lalli was looking down at the paper once more. He sighed. 
"Pencil," he demanded, and Tuuri immediately handed him the stub she must have used to 
write her translation. His eyes moved over the Swedish text again, lips moving as he sounded 
the words out under his breath. He immediately scratched out a word on the first line, starting 
to write another word above it before scratching that out as well. He crossed out the whole 
line, then most the line after it, before growling and scribbling the whole thing out. 


Tuuri made a noise of dismay, and Lalli shot her a look. "It was all wrong," he insisted, 
before turning his focus back on the paper. 


He seemed to forget the others around him as he reread the lines over and over, muttering 
different variations of Swedish under his breath and tapping the pencil stub against his leg. 
Emil simply basked in the moment, happy to see Lalli in his element. Lalli might complain 
about Elis being around, and they might fight half the time that they were discussing magic, 
but Emil was certain that Lalli also enjoyed the battles—and his time with his student—in his 
own particular way. His sharp gray eyes darted back and forth across the paper, not distracted 
even when Emil slipped his fingers among the ends of Lalli's hair and played with it simply 
because it had been there brushing against the back of his hand. 


At last Lalli seemed satisfied with what he'd devised by muttering to himself, and he 
painstakingly wrote out a new version in his blocky letters. Emil read the words as he wrote 
them and pointed out, "That should be an 'a' there. And two n's in Adnner." 


Lalli growled as he made the fixes, then he shot Emil a black look. "Anything else?" he 
asked, the two words dripping poison. 


Emil kept his mouth shut as he shook his head. Tuuri and Elis could figure out the rest of the 
unorthodox spelling on their own. They didn't have to share a bed with Lalli tonight, and 
Emil was much more interested in keeping Lalli happy with him than in helping Elis decipher 
Lalli's writing. "Absolutely nothing," he said with a broad smile. "Looks perfect." 


Looking somewhat mollified, Lalli tossed the paper back at Elis. The Swedish mageling took 
it eagerly, reading the words silently once before he carefully spoke them aloud, enunciating 
each word in a controlled voice as though giving a speech in school. When he reached the 
end, he paused a moment, looking around the room expectantly. Then his face dropped. 
"Nothing happened." 


Lalli had let his head fall back again but he lifted it to look at his student. "Did you expect it 
to?" 


"Well, yes!" Elis stuttered, his dark skin flushing with a ruddy hue. "Why else do you think 
we were doing this?" 


Tuuri came around to perch on the arm of the sofa near Elis, and she took the paper back, 
reading the words again under her breath. "The meter does seem good. So did it fail because 
Elis is Swedish? Or just because we wrote it in Swedish?" 


Lalli was looking at them both like they were being stupid on purpose, then he scrubbed his 
hands through his hair as he exclaimed, "It failed because you aren't lost!" The other two 
blinked at him in surprise as he sharply gestured with his hands. "Whether or not Tuulikki 
could hear you from here or understand the message in Swedish, you chose to translate a 
runo that's meant to guide you home when you're Jost! Are either of you feeling particularly 
lost inside this house?!" 


He carried on grumbling in Finnish, but luckily only Tuuri had any idea what the frustrated 
words meant. She was flushing a deep red the longer he went on, while Elis was already 
asking for another runo they might experiment with, and Emil decided that was probably his 
que to go check back in on Siv. He levered himself up from the sofa, sorry to move away 
from the warmth of Lalli's body tucked up against his side, and cautioned the trio, "Just don't 
blow up the house or anything, all right? Dinner's nearly ready." 


Tuuri sprang up from the arm of the sofa and hurried over to join him as he left the room. "I 
think we may need some drinks out here before the food's served," she explained as she 
followed Emil back to the kitchen, filling up mugs of glégg for the others and carrying them 
back to the living room. Emil knew that Lalli didn't love the spiced wine, but he didn't say 
anything. It was quite possible Lalli might be glad for any sort of drink at this point. 


Emil helped get the last of the cold dishes set out around the dining room under Siv's 
direction, moving around the Mora kitchen with familiar ease. Nothing ever changed that 
much over the years, and this place had been his second home since he was fourteen. Finally 
everything was in place, the desserts were all lined up to bring out later, the last of the hot 


courses were either in the oven or staying warm on the stove, and it was time to call everyone 
back around the table. 


Shouting through the house, Emil managed to summon his cousins from the bedroom where 
they'd been hiding from the adults, and even Torbjérn poked his head out of the study where 
he'd been avoiding helping with any of the cooking. Tuuri dragged Elis into the dining room, 
but when Lalli didn't follow after, Emil went to go check in the living room once again. 


He found the mage perched on the very edge of the sofa and bent over the coffee table, one 
hand in his hair as he twirled the little pencil nub above his scrap of paper. He'd flipped it 
over to use the back side and seemed to be hard at work on another spell, frowning 
thunderously at the words he'd written and not at all aware that he'd been abandoned by the 
others for dinner. Emil tiptoed across the room as quietly as he was capable of, and the din of 
voices from the dining room behind him covered any noise he might have made anyway. He 
managed to sneak up on Lalli, sliding his arms around the mage's waist as he sat down beside 
him. 


Lalli stiffened for a moment in surprise then relaxed into the hold. He didn't say anything, 
though, his attention still on the runo he was trying to make sound right in Swedish, which 
was apparently a pretty tricky thing to pull off even with all his years of experience making 
spells in Finnish. 


"Food's ready," Emil reminded him, pinching the thinner man in the side. "Don't waste away 
out here alone." 


Though his eyes were on the paper, Lalli's lips curled slightly. "Dramatic," he muttered, 
repeating the word that Emil had thrown at him on the train. 


"Well, I've got my own reasons for wanting you to keep your strength up. Like the nice hotel 
room we booked for tonight." 


Lalli snorted and set down his pencil, seeming to accept that he wasn't going to get any 
farther at the moment. He turned to the side, leaning back slightly against the sofa arm as he 
looked at Emil from the small distance between them. The angle was too tempting to pass up, 
and Emil leaned in, pushing Lalli back even farther as he was trapped between Emil's arms 
and the sofa. Emil's lips found Lalli's, and a thrill ran through him when the other man 
groaned, a thrill that still hadn't disappeared after two years. His fingers sliding along the 
Lalli's sweater until he found the edge, then slipping beneath the fabric to ghost over the bare 
skin of Lalli's side. 


"Emil!" 


They sprang apart at Siv's exclamation, both turning to see her standing in the doorway and 
shaking her head. There was a pink stain on her cheeks but all she said as she threw her hands 
up and marched back out of the room was, "Come on! Everyone is waiting for you two so we 
can start eating!" 


So they slunk into the dining room last, Lalli tugging at his sweater and Emil blushing as his 
younger cousins catcalled and Tuuri laughed her head off. She'd finished off her glass of wine 


while Emil had been back helping in the kitchen and had moved onto akvavit already. Beside 
her, Elis looked torn between laughter and fear, since invoking Lalli's true wrath was still a 
pretty terrifying prospect for him. The latecomers grabbed plates as well, and everyone 
started picking food from the wide array of cold meats and fish and terrine. Soon enough 
even Elis forgot to be nervous as the conversation and the alcohol flowed without stop. Emil 
and his uncle roasted one another mercilessly, and Tuuri was no gentler on Lalli—though 
some of her claims were patently ridiculous—causing Emil to come to his love's defense with 
comically exaggerated outrage as everyone laughed at him. Which just turned the focus back 
on Emil as everyone's favorite victim as they teased the big important captain who was out to 
save Sweden and change the world. 


Emil leapt to his feet, somewhat unsteadily, and announced that despite their complete lack of 
respect, he was going to get the next course for them all. Siv tried to rise from her seat, 
insisting she'd been just about to do it, and Emil pushed her back down with a thump. "No! 
You will sit down, Siv, and enjoy your meal! I would ask my uncle to come help, but clearly 
he's got a prize record of not lifting a finger, and I wouldn't want to be the one to make him 
break it now." 


The others shouted with laughter, and Torbjérn shot back, "You sure we want to let the 
pyromaniac handle this, honey? Even if he doesn't burn down the house, all your hard work 
might turn into charcoal!" 


Emil threw a rude gesture over his shoulder as he weaved his way into the kitchen. Luckily 
he wasn't tipsy enough to forget which way to turn the knobs on the stove top, and he even 
remembered pot holders before grabbing the first hot dish out of the oven. Lalli's steady 
hands reached around him to direct the dish down onto the stove where it wouldn't damage 
anything, and Emil turned to look in surprise at the man at his shoulder. 


"Why don't you start by clearing the rest of the empty dishes?" Lalli suggested dryly, 
sounding far too sober for the middle of jul. Emil saw there was already one pile of empty 
serving dishes on the counter, which Lalli must have brought with him from the dining room. 
But he mostly saw Lalli's face inches from his own and felt the hard body that was pressed 
against his from hip to shoulder, and he was thinking more about messy kisses than kitchen 
messes. Then Lalli flicked him in the forehead. "We're supposed to be helping here. So think 
about that before you burn your ass off on the stove behind you." 


Emil snorted, and Lalli's eyes were dancing, and they got the first course cleared and the hot 
dishes out without setting anything on fire or dropping anything. When Siv was standing 
beside them as they all lined up to serve themselves platefuls of the steaming dishes, she 
pinched Emil's cheek and thanked him again. Lalli got a more restrained pat on the arm, 
which he probably appreciated even better. "Thank you for saving my dishes, Lalli," she said 
in a stage whisper. "I thought I might just lose a few!" 


The dinner went on for hours and when dessert time rolled around, it was Tuuri and Elis who 
jumped up to help with making space and putting out the rice pudding and tarts and 
chocolates and cheeses. Lalli also disappeared in the temporary chaos as the plates were 
cleared, and when he didn't return after several minutes, Emil went looking for him, needing 
the bathroom himself after so much to drink. But Lalli wasn't in the bathroom, so on his way 


back from the facilities, Emil poked his head in various rooms until he found Lalli back in the 
living room again with his paper and his pencil. 


A slow grin spread across Emil's face. "Did inspiration strike you over dinner?" he asked, 
sidling up to his boyfriend and grabbing him by the hips, spinning him around to plant a 
sloppy kiss somewhere near his lips. Jul was officially his favorite holiday. He was so glad he 
hadn't bothered going back to Ostersund out of stupid worry for Lalli's stupid pile of cash. 


Lalli grabbed Emil's face between his thin hands and growled, "You just made me draw a line 
across my runo." Then he gave Emil a fierce kiss before shoving him off. 


They returned to the dining room for the last course, and Tuuri and Elis brought out the 
deserts with some suspiciously matching smears of chocolate around both their mouths, and 
the party carried on around Lalli while the mage kept fiddling with his attempt at a Swedish 
runo, his pencil in one hand as he picked at a piece of nut tart with his other. At last he 
declared it good enough, and Elis and Tuuri were both in full support of trying it out at once. 
So they all trooped outside to the back porch to see the test: Siv and Torbj6rn curious since 
they'd never really gotten to see what Lalli did, and their three children breathless because 
they already fully believed that Lalli wielded otherworldly powers. (Though Emil still didn't 
know why exactly—he'd never gotten Lalli or them to admit how Lalli had won them over in 
the first place.) Tuuri's eyes were shining, and Lalli warned them all, "There's a good chance 
nothing will happen." 


Then he walked down the few steps from the back porch where the rest of them were 
gathered and stood alone in the yard, the glow of the porch light leaving deep shadows under 
the hood hanging down his back and around the edges of his jacket. Lalli lowered himself to 
one knee, the cold-hardened snow crunching beneath his slight weight, and put one bare hand 
to the snow as though feeling for a pulse of life beneath it. Then he took a deep breath and 
began speaking the words he'd crafted in Swedish. 


Metsdn vaki, growing spirit, 
One who sees you comes before you 


Seed of winter, sleeping deeply 
Curled in waiting, listening faintly 
Though the snow lies heavy on you 
Spring is calling, heed its urging 


Let my voice in faith beseech you 
Do not trust in cold of winter 
Summer's ending stands before you 
Hurry now, or it will leave us 


Green leaf spirit, hear me, know me 
No more shall you be forgotten 


A chill ran along Emil's arms and neck, not the usual cold of the winter night but something 
more otherworldly. He didn't know if it was the feeling of magic or just the power of Lalli's 
commanding voice. But then the snow shifted. A green stalk slowly stretched up through the 


ice crystals, reaching toward the starry sky as blade-shaped green leaves slipped out along its 
sides, growing even as they all watched, spellbound. Atop it small green buds swelled up and 
yellowed until one and then another popped open into the cheery yellow butter cup of the 
evening primrose. 


"Now that's something you don't see every day in December," Torbj6rn murmured, his 
eyebrows arching up to huddle near his hairline. 


Sune and Hakan high-fived one another, Sune already whispering to his siblings how he was 
going to tell everyone at his school that he had a cousin who could make flowers bloom in 
winter. Since the kids all thought Lalli was pretty much the coolest thing that had ever 
happened to their family, they'd unanimously elevated him to honorary cousin status as soon 
as they'd found out that he and Emil were involved. Little Anna was staring with stars in her 
eyes, and Emil hoped it was just admiration and not that she was developing a bit of a crush 
on his boyfriend. 


Tuuri was shaking Lalli by the shoulder and crowing, "You did it! You made a runo that 
worked in Swedish!" She squeezed his face, still more than a little tipsy, and declared, "I 
always knew you were a genius in your own weird way!" 


Elis clamored for his chance to try next, and Siv sidled up beside Emil to put her arm through 
his. "That's one special fellow you found." 


"Thanks to you," he reminded her as they huddled against the cold winter's night, watching 
Elis step up to try next while Lalli rattled off last-minute warnings and directions. Elis read 
the words on the paper several times to try to remember them all, then he tried to copy Lalli's 
pose and kneel in the snow, but he lost his balance and tipped over. Everyone laughed at him 
as he brushed at the snow caking his left side, and there were some joking questions about 
whether he was really sober enough to be trying to revolutionize magic. But he tried all the 
same. 


Elis repeated the words that Lalli had written and recited, and the small crowd waited with 
bated breath to see if history would be made twice tonight. Not just a spell performed in 
Swedish, but by an actual Swedish person. But nothing seemed to happen. 


"It's not just speaking the words," Lalli reminded Elis, crouching down next to his student. 
"You must be speaking them fo the metsdn vaki, the spirit of the forest." He ran his fingers up 
the stalk of the wildflower he'd grown in the middle of snow. "It's not a god, Finnish or 
otherwise. It's the power that exists in all growing things and in the life they hold in them. 
Try to see it, believe that there is life even in a dormant seed beneath the soil. It wants to 
grow—that is all it wants to do. Call out to it, believing with all your mind that this is the 
time for growth." 


And so Elis tried a second time, pouring command and passion into each word as he uttered 
it. But still nothing seemed to happen, and the Swede slumped a little lower, shoulders 
drooping as he stared at the unbroken snow. Emil exchanged a look with Tuuri, who looked 
crestfallen on her boyfriend's behalf. But Lalli wasn't looking at any of them, watching the 
snow as if he could see through it. He reached out and pushed his fingers into the crust, 
breaking a piece away and gently scooping aside the tiny ice crystals until streaks of dirt 


began to appear and he'd reached the ground beneath. There, uncovered by his careful fingers 
as he scraped aside the packed snow covering the yard, was a tiny green shoot, no taller than 
a thumbnail but nowhere that it should have naturally been growing in the depth of winter. 


Elis jumped up with a whoop, grabbing Tuuri in a hug and dancing around in the yard as he 
shouted, "We did it! We did it! It actually worked!" The others joined in his cheering, 
slapping him on the back and laughing—all but Lalli, who remained on the ground, looking 
down at that tiny speck of green with a quiet pride and satisfaction alight in his eyes. 


Siv pulled away and declared that this called for more drinks—and hopefully a second 
serving of dessert, since there was still so much left over and she didn't want to end up eating 
too much of it herself. The changelings went stomping back into the house after her, always 
ready to accept more sweets, and Emil wandered over to Lalli and squatted beside him. He 
looked over at the Finn and found him gazing at the two weeds with an odd look that 
somehow seemed almost sad. 


"What is it?" Emil asked with a nudge. "Aren't you pleased?" 


Lalli gave himself a little shake, and his quiet smile returned as he nodded with a hum. "I was 
a little sorry to have created something only for it to die. It can't survive this kind of cold." He 
looked at Emil, his eyes clear. "But it is as it is. The metsdn vaki are of death as well. All life 
is rooted in death. Such is the cycle of any thing that grows." He reached out and slowly 
tucked the ice crystals back over the tiny sprout that Elis had created, burying it with gentle 
care as though tucking a child back into bed and wishing it sweet dreams. 


Eventually Emil and Lalli realized that everyone else had trooped back inside, abandoning 
them to the cold night on their own. They retreated back to the porch, closer to the light and 
the comfort of the voices of their family and loved ones in the home behind them. Emil 
leaned forward on the railing, looking up at the stars in the clear night sky, and Lalli draped 
himself over Emil's back, his long thin arms dangling over Emil's shoulders. 


"Do you think we'll still be here in another two years, celebrating jul with everyone and 
laughing and arguing over magic experiments?" Emil asked, awed at how different 
everything was while the sky still looked the same as it had two years ago. It was still the 
same sky as it had ever been, when he'd looked up at it as a child living with his parents in 
Ostersund, when they were both still alive. The same sky Lalli must have looked up at as a 
child that Emil had never known, living far out in Finland and probably never imagining that 
he would be ever be here, living in Sweden and speaking in a foreign tongue to a Swedish 
man who loved him more than even the stars and moon. 


Lalli shrugged against his back. "I can't see why not." 


And there were plenty of reasons why not—plenty of ways that things could still go wrong 
and that fate could pull everything out from under them, snatching away the life they thought 
they were building and leaving them instead in a life they'd never expected to live. 


But Lalli was right. There was no reason why they shouldn't still be right here in another two 
years or another twenty. If they wanted it badly enough, they would try to make it happen. 
And even if they couldn't, if the gods should take it out of their hands, they were together 


right now on this magical night. And they would try to be together every night from now on, 
working their way down to Denmark once more and forging a new path to the place where so 
much had begun and ended. 


And if they somehow failed at that as well, it would be all right. Even if they didn't create a 
brand new Cleansers Corps for Sweden, they would still create a life together. Even if it only 
ended up a small life of no importance to anyone else, it would still be magical to them. 
Entwined like the roots of the trees in Lalli's forests, like their fingers as Emil reached up to 
catch one of Lalli's hands with his own, like their breath as it wafted up to the stars above, 
still twinkling down upon them, still watching, still waiting, still perfect. Perfectly still and 
silent. 


Chapter End Notes 


And that's it, folks! Sorry it took so much longer than I ever expected. I've got a few 
random scenes from their life together that I hope to toss into the fragments over time, 
but I hope returning to this magical universe provided some entertainment and solace 
during difficult times. Happiness and joy to you all! 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


